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Online education has become a popular tool for learning and it has gained incredible 
positive publicity with the emergence of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs). Learning 
through MOOCs has gained momentum over the last few years as prestigious universities and 
their esteemed faculty members offer more and more courses online. Millions have enrolled in 
MOOCs and they come not only from developed countries but also many developing countries. 
India has the second highest enrollment in MOOCs globally. It is imperative to understand the 
MOOCs user population from developing countries and more specifically, from South Asian 
countries. MOOCs have been touted as a plausible solution to the developing world’s lack of 
access to quality higher education because anyone can access the information, as long as they 
have access to the Internet. However, there have been limited research focused on how MOOCs 
has changed access and quality of education for students in the Global South.  
The goal of this research was to understand, interpret and explain the expectations and 
experiences of the South Asian female learners who have enrolled in at least one MOOC. This 
study also examines how MOOCs have impacted their personal, academic, and professional 
lives. It was a qualitative study that incorporated three–phase data collection and triangulation of 
that data. The researcher’s observations from the MOOCs experience was a backdrop to the 
development of the data collection tools and the process of data gathering and data analysis. The 
use of three sources of data for analysis was one of the most significant aspects of this study as it 
showed how the incorporation of different data sources can provide a more holistic 
understanding of the online learners when data is collected through online means and there is no 
scope for in-person interaction or observations of informants.  
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The study findings show that MOOCs have reached a population in developing countries 
who are self-motivated to learn but do not have access to the most modern and useful tools and 
resources in their country or educational institutions. The study also shows that MOOCs 
although have not been able to reach the people who do not have access to higher education, it 
has greatly impacted and influenced actions and decisions of South Asian female learners who 
have actively participated in MOOCs in the past.  
This study highlights the need to increase awareness of MOOCs platforms so that more 
self-motivated developing country learners with limited resources can access and learn from 
these extremely rich sources of knowledge and information. It also suggests that these learners 
can play the bridging role by internalizing the information from MOOCs and then becoming 
knowledge providers – by bringing the acquired knowledge to the learners in their own country 
who cannot directly benefit from MOOCs due to limited access to Internet and technology, 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) are online courses taught by professors of 
prestigious universities where anyone with Internet access can enroll and learn with no financial 
investment. Research on MOOCs and the learning platforms that offer these courses has grown 
exponentially over the last few years. However, only a small portion of the studies on MOOCs 
have so far focused on the digital learners from developing countries. Thus, this research is 
focused on the digital learners from South Asia and exclusively explores not only their learning 
experiences on the MOOC platform, but also the impact of online learning experiences on the 
lives of seven women from Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.  
While survey data was analyzed to understand the broader South Asian MOOC learner 
population, the primary focus of this study were the women who were interviewed via online 
software applications. For the first phase of the study, I was a participant observer enrolled in a 
course on a MOOC platform in order to not only gain experience as a user, but also to be able to 
understand and relate to the users interpretation of the experience on the MOOC platform. I 
followed that with an examination of survey data to understand the South Asian user 
demographics and explore their pre and post MOOC opinions. The third phase of the study was 
the interpretation of the in-depth interviews with seven South Asian women to describe and 
delineate the recurrent patterns and variations in their opinions, outlook and perspectives on 
MOOCs. Finally, the study ended with a quick exemplary look at clickstream data of a MOOC to 
compare it to some of the survey and interview findings. In this introductory chapter, I explain 
briefly about the growth of online learning and MOOCs and how my interest to explore and 
understand the South Asian learners developed. This chapter also clearly states the research 
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questions that were the pillars of this study and briefly highlights what each of the following 
chapters include.  
1.1 Background of the Study 
Technology and the Internet have caused a massive wave of change in various aspects of 
human life and education is not an exception. With the increase in access and possibilities for 
education through online means, the processes of education and gaining knowledge are changing 
(Bonk, 2009; Seely Brown, 2008). In 2009, Bonk stated that a new culture of learning has 
emerged where “we assume radically new perspectives of ourselves as learners and what it 
means to participate in the learning process. The culture is one of participation and 
personalization” (p. 327). Current methods of teaching and learning in the classroom are not 
adequate to prepare students for the demanding expectations of the twenty-first century (Seely 
Brown, 2008). Seely Brown expressed concern that insufficient resources will be available to 
build the required number of new campuses to meet the growing demand for higher education in 
the standards that are already set by traditionally built colleges and universities. For example, it 
is estimated that by 2020, India will need 40 million student enrollment openings in universities 
to accommodate it’s growing population. Even if India fulfills its target 30% gross enrollment 
rate in its tertiary sector by 2020, an estimated 100 million eligible students will miss out on a 
higher education opportunity at current capacities1. It is impossible to confirm whether online 
education can mitigate this shortcoming, but it undoubtedly has the potential for making higher 
education accessible to new groups.  
                                                
1 The conversation. (2016). India soon to have the largest tertiary-age population in the world. 
Available at: http://theconversation.com/india-soon-to-have-the-largest-tertiary-age-population-
in-the-world-62223. Accessed: 3 September, 2018).  
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Emerging platforms and collaborative initiatives through online resources may bring 
change to how education operates. Online education has become an evolving and expanding 
research field as it draws much attention to the online educators, learners and platform providers. 
This form of learning has led some to the belief that education is going through a “transformative 
revolution” (Bonvillian & Singer, 2013; Cusumano, 2013; Yuan & Powel, 2013) that would 
drastically transform higher education. Others defined it as “disruptive innovations” that 
challenges traditional educational formats (Bonvillian & Singer, 2013). New technologies had 
enabled extensive development in web-based education and the emergence of Massive Open 
Online Courses (MOOCs) is a palpable example of this. Although there exists much debate on 
the potential of online learning, it has seen an increase in use and acceptance (Allen & Seaman, 
2013) as well as a steady increase in the number of studies on these online educational 
opportunities. Distance education for decades has struggled to pave the path for alternative 
learning environments but with the arrival and expansion of MOOCs platforms, it has 
strengthened and accelerated this movement at a global scale. The development of MOOCs can 
be traced back to the growth and demand for distance education around the world, as well as the 
Open Educational Resources (OER) and OpenCourseWare (OCW) movements (Bonk, 2009; 
Liyanagunawardena, Adams & Williams, 2013). Although MOOCs are a subset of the online 
learning movement, its global outreach and impact has brought online education to the forefront 
of educational research.  
MOOCs typically require a MOOC technology platform provider (e.g., Coursera, 
Udacity, edX, Udemy, FutureLearn, etc.) that partners with higher education institutions to offer 
distance education through structured courses on a wide variety of topics to thousands of learners 
(Kolowich, 2013a). It also involves a single faculty member or subject matter expert (SME) 
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teaching an asynchronous online course in their area of expertise with the institutional support of 
instructional designers and/or teaching assistants (Belanger & Thornton, 2013; McAuley, 
Stewart, Siemens, & Cormier, 2010; Rodriguez, 2012). MOOCs’ popularity increased steadily 
among learners, course providers as well as researchers. MOOC is a great mechanism for 
lifelong learning (Skiba, 2012), and users range from teenagers to retirees (Pappano, 2012). In 
the last decade, number of MOOCs, course platforms, and student enrollments increased very 
rapidly. Although initially the enrollment rate was extremely high, there has since been a decline 
in comparison to that. However, even with this decline, it continues to add millions of new 
people to the online learner population every year and the choices of courses, specializations and 
even degrees are increasing exponentially2. Enabling Internet technology, engaging faculty 
presentations and topics, and the funding of initial courses had increased the MOOC platforms’ 
importance in discussions on higher education (Billington & Fronmueller, 2013). In the initial 
years, systematic and wide-ranging published research on MOOCs was unavailable (Clow, 2013; 
Daniel, 2012) but with more studies on online education and MOOCs platforms, this is changing. 
The world is becoming more interconnected through technological advancements and increases 
in online learners from across the globe requires more studies to better understand and know this 
global population of MOOC users.  
1.2 Problem Statement 
MOOC research is still in its early stages, and much of it has focused on quantitative 
information in regards to student demographics, completion and participation (Esposito, 2012). 
MOOC platform providers state their mission for the platform to be about giving access and 
means to those who could not otherwise access it (Rhoads, Berdan, & Toven-Lindsey, 2013). 
                                                
2 Shah D. (2018, January 22). A product at every price: A review of MOOC stats and trends in 
2017. Retrieved from https://www.class-central.com/report/moocs-stats-and-trends-2017/. 
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Coursera – a mainstream MOOC platform – claims on their website, “We envision a world 
where anyone, anywhere can transform their life by accessing the world’s best learning 
experience” (Coursera, 2018a). However, a survey in 2017 by MOOC Central on MOOC users 
showed that more than half of their users have college degrees (MOOC Central, 2018). 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) MOOCs data for 2012 – 2016 showed that 
enrollments have been in significant high number from low income and lower-middle income 
countries (as per World Bank definition3) which shows that users have enrolled into courses from 
all over the world (MOOCs@Illinois, 2018). In this scenario, it is not only necessary to 
understand why these MOOC platforms are not able to reach those who have minimal or no 
access to higher education but also identify what motivates developing country learners who 
already have graduate degrees to enroll in a MOOC?  
MOOC phenomena began in 2012 and over the last 6 years MOOC platforms have 
evolved, expanded and modified their designs, business models and structures. In the last year, 
MOOC providers have focused their attention on the students who are willing to pay for online 
learning. MOOC providers from the beginning offered courses with content that varied greatly 
but a main common goal for all platforms was to provide university courses to online learners 
free of charge. This “free” seems to have taken a backseat as MOOC providers are now focusing 
attention on the development of certifications, specializations, corporate trainings and degrees 
that range in price from free to costing millions of dollars (ICEF Monitor, 2017). World’s 
leading MOOC provider by enrollment, Coursera has seen a sharp increase in fee-paying 
students from 2016 to 2017 and many MOOC providers are in the process of launching more 
degree options over the next years. This raises the critical question of what will happen to the 
                                                
3 The World Bank divides countries based on the economy calculated on the Gross National Income 




learners who were accessing the courses from developing countries because they were free and 
very resourceful? Will this opportunity remain in the future for others to access and gain 
knowledge from? As the changes are taking place, it becomes pertinent to understand the 
experience and voice the opinions of learners who have accessed MOOCs and how they think 
the platform has impacted their lives. Along with this, they can verbalize what changes MOOC 
providers could bring that would really benefit their learning and leave a meaningful impact on 
their lives. Although MOOC providers feel the need to generate income from these platforms, 
they have successfully reached a massive learner population that have explored the knowledge 
resources available in the courses taught by professors and experts in the Global North. Among 
the MOOC users, learners from the developing world can impact the MOOC platforms future 
trajectory by sharing their experiences and identifying possible measures that can increase the 
MOOC learner population in their countries. These digital learners of MOOCs can speak from 
lived experiences that can help to bring policy changes for MOOC providers like Coursera to 
ensure that a platform with such wide reach is not limiting its possibility in reaching a large, 
diverse and knowledge seeking population in lieu of fee-paying income generating courses 
leading to online degrees, trainings and specializations.  
 According to Class Central, 81 million students were enrolled in 2017 and this was a 35% 
increase from the 58 million students who had registered for at least one MOOC in 2016 (Shah, 
2018). Although this is lower than 2014 to 2016 when enrollment had doubled, it is still a 35% 
growth and a significant increase. Research on MOOCs indicates even though enrollment is 
highest from developed countries, developing countries are not far behind. For example, when 
looking at MOOCs@Illinois course data for 2012 – 2016, it shows enrollment from US was 
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191,897, India was 90,962 and China 55,568.4 The data also shows that enrollment occurred 
from most countries of the world although the number of active participants vary greatly. 
Overall, enrollment has been significant from developing countries but very limited research 
voice their opinions and experiences on this platform. Exploring their stories will not only give 
voice to the users from the developing world but also give MOOC platforms information on how 
to reach a larger user population from those countries and what would make this a more 
attractive, user-friendly and relatable learning platform for them. 
A highly discussed and researched area in MOOC is the extremely low completion rate. 
Studies have found less than 15% of participants complete a MOOC course. (Kolowich, 2013b). 
As a result, MOOC developers, providers and higher education administrators and faculty 
members have questioned the value and purpose of MOOCs (Kolowich, 2013c). Sebastian 
Thrun, former Stanford University professor and developer of the MOOC platform Udacity, 
called for a ‘MOOC 2.0’ to use the platforms to meet professional adult learners’ needs (Lewin, 
2013). Coursera and EdX have increased their course offerings for mid-career professionals and 
MOOC providers plan to launch more degree options in the next two years. With constant low 
completion rate and increasing enrollment, it is important to identify the driving forces that 
encouraged adult learners from developing countries to enroll in a MOOC and if completion was 
part of the journey or perceived goal. Is it possible for these online learners to take the 
knowledge from a MOOC and spread it into a larger population – potential future MOOC 
learners who did not have access to this information or know about online learning possibilities? 
With thousands of users from developing countries, MOOC stakeholders need to better 
understand these adult learners’ MOOC experiences, motivations, and perceptions of success and 




completion to be able to provide a platform that truly creates access to resources for knowledge 
expansion for the users who had limited or no access to high-quality information. 
As mentioned before most research focusing on MOOCs is quantitative. While that 
provides us with the overview and quantitative analysis of the user population, it is not enough to 
understand the underlying stories and role of this platform in the knowledge creation and 
professional lives of MOOC users. Quantitative data provides demographic descriptors of 
MOOC learners, but fails to highlight the direct user insights that a qualitative study can identify 
and explore. There are limited published studies that investigate learner experiences with a 
qualitative approach (Ho et al., 2014). The void in MOOC research can be filled with qualitative 
studies that provide a rich, deep and more informed understanding of the learner’s experiences, 
expectations and perceptions. However, online qualitative research can be complicated and 
difficult as it is comparatively a new method and is still being implemented, explored and 
developed. So, an empirical qualitative study through Internet-based research (IBR) that provides 
a detailed and explicit data collection and analysis process can possibly serve as model and 
option for future qualitative studies. 
1.3 Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this research was to gain a deeper understanding of the MOOC 
experiences of adult female learners from South Asia, including their reasons for enrolling in 
MOOCs, their perceptions of MOOC success and completion, and their experience on the 
platform and its impact on their life afterwards. Quantitative research on MOOCs have answered 
many questions but simultaneously created the need to critically understand the learner’s 
motivations, successes, failures, experiences, perceptions and expectations. Qualitative methods 
provide a means to examine some of these factors more intensely (Esposito, 2012; 
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Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013) and far too little attention has been paid to incorporate this into 
studies on MOOCs.  
Although there is a growing pool of published MOOC research, studies have been limited 
in explaining or highlighting the experiences of the learners on these platforms. Moreover, most 
of these studies have not dealt directly with the online learners from the developing world. 
MOOCs platforms have evolved over the years and continue to be modified to incorporate new 
pathways (specialization, certifications, degrees) towards achieving their own income generating 
goals as well as fulfilling learner populations educational needs. To find a successful pathway 
that really addresses the needs of the learners from developing countries (who are likely to 
benefit from a free knowledge sharing resource like MOOC), it is crucial to take into 
consideration their perspectives and opinions. To date, far too little focus has been on the 
developing country learners where they could play a crucial role in identifying effective and 
successful initiatives to not only increase access to MOOCs but also enhance knowledge 
distribution role of the partner institutions SMEs.  
This study was designed to engage directly with female MOOC learners through IBR 
methods to gain a better understanding of their expectations, experiences and perspectives in 
order to discern implications for the design of future MOOCs. The online inquiry method of 
virtual ethnography through interviews and researcher’s personal experiences on MOOCs were 
implemented for qualitative data collection of user experiences and expectations. Along with 
that, secondary data from surveys and clickstream data were also explored and analyzed to better 
understand the demographics of the South Asian user population and their activities on specific 




1.4 Importance of The Research  
Thousands of learners from developed, developing and least developed countries have 
enrolled in a wide range of courses from prestigious universities, industry, and nonprofit 
organizations through MOOC platforms (Selingo, 2014). Current literature with a focus on 
developing country users on MOOC platforms is mostly linked to blended learning and 
infrastructural issues (Bartholet, 2013; ICEF Monitor, 2014; Trucano, 2013). Since MOOC 
platforms have users from all over the world and has the resources to provide access to quality 
information to anyone with Internet and technology, it is necessary to observe, hear and 
understand the developing country user population and focus on interpreting and sharing their 
stories and experiences on these platforms. A study focusing on the expectations, experiences 
and needs of developing country female users will not only provide a different perspective on the 
users of MOOCs platforms but can also be a point of reference for future research on this target 
population or a population with similar demographics. Moreover, MOOCs advocators, Non-
Government Organizations (NGOs) and public and private organizations working in the 
education sector will find this research useful by incorporating the developing country female 
user experience and their perspectives on what initiatives to prioritize to improve their platform. 
Last, a qualitative study like this will add depth to existing research in this domain since most 
empirical research on MOOCs users are quantitative with minimal focus on the stories and the 
connections between the developing country users on the mainstream MOOC platforms and the 
learning experiences it offers. Thus, while there are studies on non-English MOOCs or blended 
models with MOOCs, an in-depth study focusing on the female learners from South Asia on a 
mainstream MOOC platform like Coursera adds a more focused and magnified lens to 
interpreting the users motivations, perceptions and goals.  
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1.5 Research Questions 
This research explicitly examined female learner expectations and experiences with 
MOOCs. Since I wanted to focus on developing country users, I selected South Asia as my 
geographic region of focus, Coursera as the MOOC platform and the South Asian users in the 
courses by University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) on Coursera as the sample 
population. Within South Asia, I focused on Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka since the 
other countries (Afghanistan, Bhutan, Maldives and Nepal) had very few enrolled users in the 
UIUC MOOCs. Women in South Asia generally have less access to resources compared to their 
male counterparts (United Nations Gender Statistics, 2018). To explore if female MOOC users 
experienced this difference in access to online resources and to understand their interpretation of 
the platform impact, this research focused exclusively on women for most of the study but 
included statistics on South Asian male UIUC MOOC learners as a point of comparison and to 
present a more holistic survey data finding. The central research questions that were formed for 
this study are: 
• RQ1: What is the demographic composition and academic background of South 
Asian female users in UIUC Coursera courses?  
• RQ2: Why did the South Asian female users enroll in UIUC Coursera courses and 
how do they expect to benefit from the enrollment and/or completion of the 
respective course? 
• RQ3: How do the South Asian female users interpret their experience of navigating 
the MOOC platform (Coursera) and completing the course requirements? 
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• RQ4: What are the perceptions of the South Asian women enrolled in MOOCs about 
the difference in access to and experience in MOOCs for men and women in their 
society? 
1.6 Significance of the Study 
 This research is significant at a policy level for both MOOC providers as well as higher 
education institutions in South Asian countries. MOOC providers have continuously highlighted 
their ability to reach the masses and the goal to make higher education accessible to learners 
from across the world. A study like this one can unravel how successfully they have or have not 
been with respect to their goal and provide anecdotal evidence of user experiences. A deeper 
understanding of the learner experiences may be influential in diverting the course of future 
instructional designs and pedagogical approaches to incorporate the needs and demands of 
learners from the developing world. Moreover, it can contribute to the field of online learning 
and provide reasons to redefine goals for online educators and identify alternative means to reach 
set goals. Although this study focuses specifically on South Asian female users and UIUC 
MOOCs, insights gained from this study can make original contributions to future studies on 
learners’ experiences and expectations from other developing countries and learning platforms. 
Each country has a different or unique context but MOOC as a universal learning platform can 
attract a learner population that may have some overlapping characteristics and this study aims to 
contribute to that growing area of MOOC research by critically analyzing and interpreting 
learner experiences.  
One of my reasons for choosing to do a qualitative study on MOOCs is because I am 
interested in exploring how meanings are created and reproduced in South Asia within specific 
social, cultural, online and relational contexts. When data was interpreted it was not only for that 
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specific setting or interviewee but also the research context. The goal was not to generalize but to 
identify whether the findings have credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Reflexivity was crucial in this research because data interpretation 
happened at multiple stages and some interview questions were revised and reworded for more 
informed answers. Interpreting qualitative data requires reflection on the entire research context 
and I did that intermittently throughout the study.  
This study provided a qualitative analysis of South Asian women’s MOOC experiences, 
reasons for participating in MOOCs, motivational factors that encouraged them, and their 
interpretation of differences in access to this platform because of their gender. There are ethical 
challenges of applying qualitative research methods to online learning environments (Bianco & 
Carr-Chellman, 2002; Esposito, 2012). However, this study provides a detailed explanation in 
Chapter 3 of how IBR methods can be used in combination with survey data and clickstream 
data to study online learning environments. Qualitative researchers will find this chapter 
extremely useful to understand the process of data collection and give them ideas on how to 
incorporate other sources of data with traditional qualitative methods. 
1.7 Defining MOOCs and Online Learning  
 The following sections provide a background on MOOCs and online learning.  
1.7.1 Distance education and emergence of MOOCs. Distance education or distance 
learning has existed and evolved into different formats over the decades and Online Education 
(OE) is classified as one of its more recent forms (Bernard et al., 2004; Sumner, 2010). OE 
incorporates many of the aspects of distance education but it has been able to create a 
“transformative revolution” with its ability to fight through challenges and constant barriers 
(Sumner, 2010). It has reshaped education and has a progressive attitude towards incorporating 
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modified methods to educate and bring changes to the pre-existing traditional concept of 
education (Baggaley, 2013; Bonvillian & Singer, 2013; Cusumano, 2013). Along with that, OE 
made headway in the mainstream educational sector with the popularity of MOOCs and many 
prestigious universities joining forces in this movement. However, some of the criticisms such as 
low completion rate, lack of community, limited personal interaction and no official recognition 
of credentials continue to exist. Some of these have been addressed somewhat through new 
technologies and innovations like video-chat, real-time messaging boards, and interactive lesson 
interfaces. Criticisms created obstacles but could not stop the expansion or the attention OE 
attracted (Cusumano, 2013). Online courses with Learning Management Systems (LMS) like 
Moodle and Blackboard have become an extension of many public and private universities in 
developed countries. According to the findings from a study by Allen and Seaman (2013), the 
presence of OE in long-term strategies of academic planners and administrators have increased 
significantly between 2002 to 2013.  
1.7.2 Background on MOOCs. Although distance education has existed for a few 
decades, MOOCs are a crucial initiative towards open education and a new approach to online 
teaching and learning. MOOCs are online platforms that offer many courses with the option of 
free and open registration, a publicly shared curriculum, and open-ended outcomes (McAuley et 
al., 2010). It is massive since it is scalable to a large audience and a single course can have more 
than 50,000 students enrolled in one cohort. It is open for all with no prerequisite or education 
qualification and anyone with Internet access can enroll. All course materials, information, 
audio/video lectures are online and assignments are required to be submitted online too. Along 
with that, all forms of peer-interaction are also online. These courses are structured, organized 
and follow a systematic and continuous lecture presentation format that can be accessed at any 
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time, anywhere, and at the learners’ convenience. MOOCs have two categories based on their 
pedagogical approach but there is significant overlap between the two. The two categories are 
connectivist MOOCs (cMOOCs) and (2) Extended MOOCs (xMOOCs). 
 cMOOCs were the first form of MOOCs and it was designed to test a framework 
developed by Downes (2008) and Siemens (2005). It is built on connectivism (autonomy, 
diversity, openness, and interactivity), and the test was to explain the nature of learning in a 
highly networked environment. cMOOCs focus on generating and creating knowledge with an 
emphasis on learning as a social process. In cMOOCs the focus is on the learner, their needs, and 
the generation of knowledge by them. There is no formal curriculum and learning is 
collaborative and created by the learners through interaction. The role of the teacher is more of a 
facilitator (Kop, 2011) and the didactic structure of teaching is absent. SME facilitates discussion 
and assist in fostering collaborations and connections among learners but are not the central 
agent of teaching and learning. As the role of instructor minimizes from clearly setting out goals, 
expectations, evaluation standards and timelines to only facilitating the process of knowledge 
creation, learners have to be self-directed to benefit from this learning context. Also, in the initial 
phase of cMOOC “massive” referred to scale of connection, content generation and participant 
activity in the course rather than the number of participants (Bayne & Ross, 2015).  
xMOOCs in contrast are based on behaviorist pedagogy that relies on information 
transmission and knowledge duplication. xMOOCs are catered to fulfill the needs of learners 
looking for academic courses that are specific to their interest or requirement. These MOOCs are 
institutionally-driven and offer content-focused courses on platforms like EdX and Coursera. 
Massive in xMOOCs began to refer to the exceptionally large number of students per course and 
even though both types of MOOCs share open and online course distinctions, xMOOCs differ 
16 
 
from cMOOCs in that they are not based on connectivist learning theory. Rather, these courses 
are modeled after traditional university courses built from cognitive, behaviorist, and social 
constructivist learning theories (Rodriguez, 2012). xMOOCs are often offered by experts in the 
field with a set curriculum, structured assessment and timeframe for completion. A primary goal 
of xMOOCs is to successfully deliver content to a large audience. cMOOCs are often initiated by 
an individual or few individuals whereas xMOOCs have one or more institutional supporters in 
building the platform. Compared to cMOOCs, xMOOCs have been able to draw more attention 
and have become the focus of much research over a short span of time. The involvement of a 
growing number of reputed universities and support from big organizations like Google has 
further increased the interest to study this platform.  
Although the cMOOCs and xMOOCs categorization is useful to understand the 
emergence and expansion of MOOCs, it is somewhat stifling when looking at the current 
variation that exists under the MOOC umbrella. Some teachers and organizations have rejected 
the MOOC term itself and developed new terms that are most relevant and representative of the 
model they are trying to develop. Examples of such terms are DOCCs: Distributed Open 
Collaborative Courses, POOCs: Participatory Open Online Courses, SPOCs: Small Private 
Online Courses and BOOCs: Big (or Boutique) Open Online Courses (Bayne & Ross, 2015). 
These models have not been able to compete with the popularity of MOOCs or become a 
mainstream learning platform though.  
MOOCs are characterized as being large-scale (often uncapped) online courses that do 
not have any perquisites, fees, formal accreditations, or predefined levels of required 
participation (McAuley et al., 2010; Siemens, 2012), but individual MOOC platforms vary 
greatly in the extent to which they meet these criteria. MOOCs have attracted an incredible 
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amount of attention since 2008 when the term was first coined by Dave Cormier, from the 
University of Prince Edward Island for the course "Connectivism and Connective Knowledge", 
offered by the University of Manitoba. At a later stage Stephen Downes coined cMOOCs and 
xMOOCs to differentiate the two streams of MOOCs. This hype continued and reached a peak 
when The New York Times defined the year 2012 as the “year of the MOOC” and promoted the 
platform’s ability to revolutionize education and break down the preconceived ideas we have 
about acquiring and sharing knowledge (Bonvillian & Singer, 2013; Trucano, 2013). 
The different MOOC platforms are inspired from Sal Khan who started to develop and 
post YouTube lectures on mostly mathematical topics for his friends and relatives in 2006. These 
postings became so popular that Khan continued to develop more videos and today his “Khan 
Academy5” currently has a global reach with more than 40 million students and 2 million 
teachers using this platform of video lectures every month. However, Khan Academy was not the 
only inspiration for MOOCS. MOOCs have also evolved out of the movement for OE and Open 
Education Resources (OER)(Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013). Open education movement 
predates online education and can be defined as the push to make learning opportunities 
available to anyone who desires them irrespective of any socio-economic or demographic 
factors. In the 1990s, with the proliferation of the Internet, many educational and informational 
websites emerged. This increased interest in open education lead to a rise in advocates and 
exploration of new possibilities. In 2002, OER was used for the first time in a UNESCO meeting 
(Friesen, 2009). OER are free, open access documents and media that are helpful in teaching, 
learning, assessments, and research purposes. OER made a powerful entry in 2002 with MIT’s 
                                                
5 Khan Academy website: https://www.khanacademy.org  
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OpenCourseWare6 initiative. MIT OpenCourseWare initially began with many of its current 
courses and its content online and these course materials were delivered through PowerPoint 
lecture notes. However, as time progressed, more video lectures were added and currently almost 
all MIT course content is available online. This initiative had a strong impact on the traditional 
higher education institutions’ business model since this was an attempt to establish “virtual 
universities” to provide access to educational resources worldwide and sell certifications of 
learning and completion. Although the educational resources were not for sale, since a degree 
certificate had monetary value there was a price attached to it. The OER initiative began more 
than 15 years ago but failed to radically impact and change higher education as per original 
expectations. However, MIT OpenCourseWare had significant worldwide impact with over 2000 
courses and millions of enrollments (Billington & Fronmueller, 2013) and this platform played a 
leading role in the emergence of current MOOC platforms. By comparison, MOOC platforms are 
more structured and offers completion certificates whereas MIT OpenCourseWare focuses on 
making MIT course content and materials available to educators, students and individual learners 
to use as per their individual needs. 
Some MOOC providers like edX maintain a non-profit status but many are also for-profit 
like Udacity, Coursera and Udemy (Yuan & Powel, 2013). Currently the most popular and 
researched MOOC platforms are Coursera, Udacity, edX, FutureLearn, NovoED, and Udemy. 
Coursera is for-profit with the largest user population and highest number of courses covering a 
wide-range of topics. Udacity is also for profit but has a smaller number of courses. It is not very 
structured and allows students to work on their own schedule. Certificates are provided upon 
completion of a course. EdX is a non-profit that MIT and Harvard collaborated together on that 
                                                
6 MIT OpenCourseWare website: https://ocw.mit.edu/index.htm  
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has structured courses with no credit (may offer credit in future) and has a strong research focus 
to advance teaching and learning. FutureLearn is a for-profit entity that offers a wide selection of 
courses from leading universities and cultural institutions from around the world. It is owned by 
UK’S Open University who has over 40 years of experience in distance learning and online 
education. NovoED which was previously known as Venture Labs, is also a free MOOC 
platform created mostly by Stanford University faculty. It has specific dates for each course and 
some peer evaluation. Udemy is a for-profit with a small number of courses provided by experts 
and there is a small enrollment fee.   
Coursera7 is the MOOC platform for this study and hence requires a more detailed 
description. It is for-profit, structured, has peer evaluation in some courses and is free for anyone 
who has access to the Internet. Coursera began in January 2012 and to date learners from all 
continents have accessed this platform. Their vision is to create a world where anyone, anywhere 
can transform their life by accessing the world's best learning experience. Although their most 
popular courses are in math, physical sciences, and engineering, they offer courses in many 
diverse fields. The courses have short modular videos, discussion forums, an immediate 
feedback system that enables mastery learning, auto-graded assignments and also peer 
assessment for open-ended works. Coursera has partnered with higher education institutions not 
only in the United States but also in 29 other countries. It now has more than 150 partner 
institutions and earns revenues through verified certification, online degrees, and specialization 
tracks. Although all courses are free, there is a nominal fee to join the “Signature track” or 
receive a specialization certificate. The online degrees are also fee-paying although it is 
drastically lower than an on-campus program cost. A fee is also placed for a completion 
                                                
7 Coursera website: https://www.coursera.org/ 
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certificate of a course. They have recently incorporated fee paying accredited online Masters 
degrees in business, data sciences and computer science. University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign (UIUC) currently offers Master of Business Administration (iMBA), Masters of 
Computer Science in Data Sciences, Master of Science in Accounting (iMSA) and multiple 
specialization courses. Coursera started with session-based courses but now has moved on to on-
demand self-paced courses. Self-paced model means that courses are always open to enroll and 
users can finish at their own pace and time. Coursera has regularly scheduled sessions every 
month with soft deadlines and users can join the following session if they are not able to finish in 
the running session. It has very high enrollment rates with 35 million learners in more than 2,700 
courses8. This platform has an average of 40 percent female users but for South Asian countries 
the average is less than 30 percent9.  
MOOC platform developers consist of faculties from mostly top tier universities and 
private for-profit organizations (Fox, 2013; Allen & Seaman, 2013). Reputed educational 
institutes like Harvard, MIT and Cambridge have been actively supporting and advocating for 
MOOCs and have been playing a crucial role in its expansion, development and research 
(Baggaley, 2013). In addition, large-scale organizations like Google and The Gates Foundation 
have also been invested in the development of MOOCs and continuing research for better 
understanding and building of the platform (Trucano, 2013; Bonvillian & Singer, 2013). Big 
name institutions and organizations have invested and focused their time on MOOCs fueled by 
the platforms’ vision to provide quality education to those who cannot access it by other means. 
However, there appears to be a shift in the vision from providing free access to quality 
                                                
8 Coursera “About” page, Accessed September 6, 2018. https://about.coursera.org/  




information to creating more fee-paying opportunities for income generation. MOOCs providers 
have monetized it at different levels. Although it still hosts free courses, users are required to pay 
for certificates, micro-credentials, university credit, online degrees and corporate trainings. 
According to Class Central (a online portal for all MOOCs), as of 2017, MOOCs had 81 million 
learners and total number of MOOCs is over 940010. Also more than 800 universities around the 
world have launched at least one MOOC and there is more than 500 MOOC based credentials 
and a dozen graduate degrees. These platforms have reached a global audience thus 
understanding the users from developing countries will only add a significant and comparative 
dimension to MOOCs research and its future direction.  
1.7.3 Defining online learning. To define online learning, it is necessary to differentiate 
it from distance education or distance learning. Distance learning encompasses all forms of 
education where learner and instructor are separated by distance. It can be synchronous or 
asynchronous and some alternative terms to distance learning is correspondence education, home 
study, independent study, external studies, continuing education, distance teaching, self-
instruction, adult education, technology-based or mediated education, learner-centered education, 
open learning, open access, flexible learning and distributed learning (Commonwealth of 
Learning, 2000). Distance learning has evolved from first generation (correspondence courses), 
through second generation (television and radio broadcasted programs), third generation (audio 
and video teleconferencing) and fourth generation (computer conferencing). Anderson (2008) 
identified autonomous agents and intelligent, database-assisted learning as the fifth generation. It 
is important to remember that the beginning of a new generation only adds to the previous ones 
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as none replaces the other. According to Ally (2004), online learning is “the use of the Internet to 
access learning materials; to interact with the content, instructor, and other learners; and to obtain 
support during the learning process, in order to acquire knowledge, to construct personal 
meaning, and to grow from the learning experience (p. 5).” Online learning can have both 
synchronous and asynchronous components. Some other terms for online learning are “e-
learning, Internet learning, distributed learning, networked learning, tele-learning, virtual 
learning, computer assisted learning, Web-based learning, and distance learning” (Ally, 2004, p. 
4). Distance learning here only incorporates the learning environments where computer-mediated 
communication and Internet technology bridge the distance and time that divide learners and 
instructors. I chose to use the term “online learning” and “e-learning” to describe the learning I 
examined on the MOOC platform because the content delivery, discussions, interactions and 
assessment is occurring “online” and the goal is different forms of “learning” as defined by the 
users of the platform.  
1.8 Positioning the Focus on Women in the Research 
One of my theoretical perspectives for this research draws on poststructural feminist 
understandings of gender, learning and research and this approach values the diversity of 
women’s experiences. The diversity is shaped by individual subjectivities and the variation in 
contexts makes it impossible to define and describe a universal experience of women learning 
online (Hayes & Flannery, 2000; Strega, 2005; Tisdell, 2000). Rather than focusing on unifying 
experiences, I highlighted and explored the differences in experiences of the women in the study.  
There has been a significant rise in the number of women learning online and there is interest in 
women’s experiences from feminist perspectives and research (Campbell, 2006; Gunn, et al., 
2003; Kramarae, 2001; Morgan & Morgan, 2007). I focused my study on the women from the 
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South Asian countries with goals to understand how they interpret their online experiences and if 
they think it would be any different for men in their society. A primary reason to focus more on 
women was to explore if the general assumption that women are less tech savvy and limited 
access to resources and knowledge limits women’s online learning capacity is believed to be true 
by these women who have enrolled in MOOC/s. Although men are included in the study as a 
point of comparison and to provide overall demographics of the South Asian user population, the 
study is largely focused on the women, their stories and perceptions of inequity in ability to learn 
on the MOOC platforms in comparison to the men in their society.  
1.9 Outline of the Dissertation  
This chapter provided an introduction and justification for my research focus and 
questions. It also briefly provided background information to the emergence of MOOCs and its 
current trends and numbers. Chapter 2 (Presence of users from developing countries) is the 
literature review on MOOCs and it brings together studies that focused on demographics, user 
experience and/or expectations and developing country users of online learning resources. Along 
with that, I briefly highlight the higher education and online education context of Bangladesh, 
India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. This is to provide a broader understanding of the countries’ higher 
education system and position the women who enrolled in MOOCs and participated in this study. 
In this chapter I also explored self-motivated learning and self-determination theory, capability 
approach, globalization, and the affordance of online learning as theories that shaped this 
research. Chapter 3 (Methods: Integrated combination of data sources) provides a very detailed 
description of the methods that were implemented in this study along with its limitations. 
Although this is a qualitative study, it incorporates a quantitative component to it via 
interpretation of survey data and clickstream data. This chapter is a very important and a 
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significant part of this study as it not only explains the process of data collection but also gives a 
detailed description of how to incorporate multiple sources of data while still doing a qualitative 
study that gives thick description and is enriched with the established connections to other 
quantifiable sources of data. Chapter 4 (Connecting the dots: Excerpts and thoughts) brings 
together the highlighted themes in the interviews and groups the interview findings into broader 
concepts that are interconnected and build the bigger picture to understand the expectations and 
experiences of these South Asian women. This chapter starts with the findings from the survey 
data then is followed up with direct quotes from interviews with seven South Asian women. The 
data from interviews are categorized into broader themes and findings from all interviews are 
combined into each of the themes. This is followed up with an example of learner activities on a 
MOOC platform with the analysis of clickstream data for a specific MOOC. Chapter 5 (The 
finale: Analysis and future possibilities) takes the findings in chapter 3 and discusses it in light of 
the theoretical discussions in Chapter 2 and beyond. Along with that it also highlights some 
possible policy level changes and improvements that could enhance the learning of the online 
learner population from South Asia while increasing their numbers in online enrollment 
significantly. Chapter 5 is also the concluding chapter and incorporates the limitations of the 
study and draws the conclusion that endorses the importance of this study and the methods 
implemented. It summarizes the analysis, acknowledges the possible recommendations and 
suggestions that came from the interviewed South Asian learners and embraces hope for a 
change that will increase MOOC participation and active learning from South Asian countries 
and the developing world.  
The outline of the study presented in this chapter provides the background information 
that will be help to understand the literature review in the next chapter. Some areas of MOOCs 
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research are not included in this literature review as it is not within the periphery of the study 
focus or extremely relevant to understand and explore the questions at hand. Chapter 2 also 
highlights some theories that were referred to in the planning and implementation of this 
qualitative research data gathering and analysis process. 
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CHAPTER 2: PRESENCE OF “USERS” FROM DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 
 
MOOCs platforms are a recent phenomenon and it has been the focus of many new and 
upcoming research projects on online learning. The popularity of MOOCs have increased but has 
been surrounded by controversy and criticisms (Jenkins, 2013; Kolowich, 2013c; Lombardi, 
2013; Rodriguez, 2012). The assumption and advertisement that these online learning platforms 
have the potential to reach the masses have stirred great interest in researchers and academics to 
understand, analyze and explain the impact and role of this platform on higher education. 
Initially MOOCs were assumed to challenge the role of higher education and disrupt the 
traditional distance learning landscape (Jenkins, 2013). Research on MOOCs started with 
quantitative analysis of demographics, user enrollment and completion data to identify trends in 
the large population it attracted (Esposito, 2012; Kolowich, 2013d; Ota, 2013). Most empirical 
research on MOOCs focuses on enrollment, completion, attrition, curriculum, teaching and 
learning and the overall business model of these platforms. Although many of the MOOC 
platforms claim to reach people in developing countries and provide quality educational 
opportunity through this initiative, limited research actually focuses on these users. There is a 
gap in MOOCs research regarding developing country user experiences and expectations and 
that can be filled with qualitative online inquiry based studies. Prior to focusing on the research 
methods, it is important to first explain and bring together the current research that exists on 
MOOC users and the platforms.  
This chapter explores and summarizes a wide range of studies on different MOOC 
platforms and its user population. Research with a focus on developing countries mostly 
highlight the use of MOOCs as a blended model and the emergence of independent MOOC 
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platforms across the globe in non-English languages. Mainstream large MOOC platforms like 
Coursera, edX and FutureLearn are not studied with a focus on the developing country users. 
Below is a concise literature review that summarizes some of the findings in the broader areas of 
research on MOOCs and brings together findings and existing empirical research on MOOC 
platforms and its users from developing countries. Since there is no research specifically on 
MOOCs and its female users from developing countries, the third section of this literature review 
explores some studies on the impact of new technologies on the lives of women in developing 
countries. This is included to see some of the influences of preceding technological 
advancements on women in specific South Asian countries. This chapter ends with a section that 
brings together the theoretical framework that was the basis of developing the research questions 
and methodology. Some of these theories were consistent with data in the analysis and 
discussion phase of this dissertation but the findings also went beyond what is discussed here.  
2.1 Historical Setting and Background of MOOCs 
Although MOOCs have been a recent addition, distance education began in the middle of 
the 19th century with the University of London offering correspondence degree programs. This 
became more common in the 20th century as new and improved communication technologies that 
emerged were adapted for educational needs. Radio was added in the 1930s followed by 
television in the 1950s. Courses by New York University were broadcasted on television and 
students could take them for credit with fees or view them free of cost. In the 1960s, Director of 
Correspondence Education at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Charles Wedemeyer 
developed distance education into an academic discipline and was an early advocate for 
independent learning in higher education. He wanted to make education accessible to the poor, 
disabled, and gifted learners. Wedemeyer initiated the Articulated Instructional Media (AIM) 
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project to promote and evaluate the use of radio, TV, audiocassettes and text-based study guides 
as educational delivery systems. AIM was the prototype of later open learning systems and gave 
birth to open universities where distance education was offered and was open to all learners 
irrespective of their educational achievements. Open universities emerged in many countries 
over the years and have positively influenced the future of online education.  
Major changes occurred in human interaction, entertainment and the standard of living in 
the last 150 years with the increase of computer-based communication (Garrison, Anderson, & 
Archer, 2003). One of the goals of the Internet from the very beginning was to give access to 
information and documents online. This openness of the Internet content created opportunities 
for access to universal knowledge (UNESCO, 2002). Information technology (IT) in education 
provided newer ways of learning and this was promoted through the OER movement (UNESCO, 
2002). According to UNESCO11,  
Open Educational Resources (OERs) are any type of educational materials that are in the 
public domain or introduced with an open license. The nature of these open materials 
means that anyone can legally and freely copy, use, adapt and re-share them. OERs range 
from textbooks to curricula, syllabi, lecture notes, assignments, tests, projects, audio, 
video and animation.  
OER of higher education is supported by the initiative of OCW(Caswell, Henson, Jensen, & 
Wiley, 2008) the provides free and open digital materials that are of high standards and 
organized in a course format. University of Tübingen in Germany was the first to publish 
lectures online from some of their courses in 1999 and that initiated the OCW movement. MIT 
gave visibility to this and in 2001, MIT President Charles Vest announced that the institute 





would make course material from virtually all undergraduate and graduate courses “accessible to 
anyone anywhere in the world, through our OpenCourseWare initiative” (Vest, 2004). MIT 
launched the OCW initiative and over the last 15 years, MIT OCW has offered  
high-quality educational materials from more than 2,200 MIT courses—virtually the 
entire MIT graduate and undergraduate curriculum, spanning all five MIT schools and 33 
academic units. And nearly 1.5 million people from every corner of the globe visit the 
OCW site (ocw.mit.edu) each month, making it one of the largest online educational sites 
in the world. (Miyagawa, 2016, p. 2) 
The OCW is available and accessible to anyone in the world with Internet access. Rhoads, 
Berdan, and Tiven-Lindsey (2013) emphasized that OCW not only improves courses and 
curricula but also empowers minds, helps students succeed with available additional resources 
and independent learners can expand their knowledge and tackle problems and challenges in the 
world. One of the primary purposes of OCW was to advance knowledge and education 
worldwide through providing free access to high quality content. However, access to and use of 
this resource failed to meet expectations (Jung, Sasaki, & Latchem, 2016).  
MOOCSs are sometimes considered synonymous to OER because it has open in its name. 
However, it does not fulfill the principles of free and available that OER stands for. MOOCs are 
courses that charge for certification, enrollment is required to access resources and materials are 
protected by copyright. cMOOCs (defined in chapter 1) uses and creates OER and is based on 
the Creative Commons license but xMOOCs (defined in chapter 1) has copyright materials and a 
very structured format. The more popular MOOC platforms (Coursera, Udacity, edX and etc.) 
provide courses that are xMOOC and this research also focuses on learners in these MOOCs.  
Enrollment in online courses has increased every year and has been higher than 
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enrollment in traditional higher education courses since 2008 (Allen & Seaman, 2013). Allen and 
Seaman identified lack of good jobs, desire for increasing possibility of advancement in jobs and 
hike in the cost of higher education with a declining US economy as reasons for the increase in 
online enrollment. In 2013, they also claimed that in just one year number of students enrolled in 
higher education and taking at least one online course increased by 570,000. Higher education 
institutions increased the number of online courses they offered for the students and some of its 
aspects were highlighted as more advantageous to face-to-face classes. Online courses provide 
flexibility of time, remote participation and an altered teaching and learning environment. The 
role of instructor is also flexible where they act more as a facilitator and students have to actively 
participate in the learning process (Richardson & Swann, 2003).  
Increases in access to the Internet and Web 2.0 technologies, like social media and 
resources that provide 24/7 access to information and content, has led to a change in ways to 
acquire knowledge (Bonk, 2009; Seely Brown, 2008). The culture of learning has changed to 
participation and personalization (Bonk, 2009) and the demand for online content and 
collaboration has the potential to change the traditional ways to education (Seely Brown, 2008). 
Online education has increased both in the forms of online degree programs offered by 
universities and through the availability of resources and information from OER, OCW and 
MOOCs. Overall there has been a move to open up education to everyone irrespective of their 
background, location, profession, financial status, and other demographics. This movement aided 
a shift from the ‘elite” one-size-fits-all higher education model to a more “universal model” that 
incorporates a system of educating the mass population (Watson & Watson, 2014). They also 
state that a more learner-centered approach is necessary to incorporate the diverse backgrounds 
and goals of today’s learners. MOOCs are one such initiative that has opened doors for access to 
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the worldwide mass learner population. The hope and hype too for MOOCs was to provide 
access to education to a global population who would not have access to quality education 
otherwise (Pappano, 2012). However, the most discussed criticisms of MOOCs include the fact 
that 80% of those enrolled already had a higher education degree and this questions its ability to 
reach the less educated population with limited or no access (Perna et al., 2013).  
George Siemens from Athabasca University under Canada’s Open University and 
Stephen Downes from Canadian National Research Council offered the first MOOC titled 
“Connectivism and Connected Knowledge” in 2008. This followed the cMOOCS format with 
connectivist learning principles like distributed knowledge – where not only teacher but also all 
participants have knowledge to share. It also highlighted that students learn best when connected 
to each other via the Internet. Downes explained that conveying content was not the purpose of 
MOOCSbut to get people to exchange ideas and create a connected learning community (2012). 
However, in 2011, a different kind of MOOCs (termed as xMOOCSin 2012) attracted attention 
with the creation of three popular platforms – Udacity, edX and Coursera. Siemens (2012) very 
clearly defined the difference in cMOOCs and xMOOCs by saying cMOOCs focused on 
knowledge creation and generation whereas xMOOCs focused on knowledge duplication 
(Siemens, 2012). xMOOCs follows a more traditional learning approach through video 
presentations, providing resources, short quizzes and testing but cMOOCs emphasizes on 
creation, creativity, autonomy and social networking based learning.  
2.2 Defining MOOCs 
According to Cambridge Dictionary MOOCS s are a noun and defined as “a course of 




Waks (2016) defined MOOCs platform as: 
A MOOCs platform is simply a Learning Management System for a menu of courses, 
accessible through a single URL, built in a technical infrastructure that can scale to meet 
demand, and thus accommodate an indefinite number of learners. A number of what may 
be called pseudo-platforms also emerged. These lacked their own courses and LMSs, and 
instead simply aggregated MOOCs from other platforms and made them available 
through their own URLs. (p. 41) 
Coursera, Udacity, and edX are the first xMOOC platforms. Initially xMOOCs started 
with computer science courses but soon introduced humanities, social sciences, the arts, as well 
as commerce, medicine and other practical arts. By 2013, MOOCs platforms hosted courses on 
all conceivable subjects from foundation to advanced level and were able to achieve their goal to 
make high standard university courses with reading resources available to anyone in the world 
with Internet access. Below is a pie chart that shows the distribution of MOOCs accordingly to 
areas of focus.  




This dissertation focuses on Coursera and the courses on this platform are modeled on 
college course format with lecture discussion, quizzes and a required set of goals to accomplish. 
In the original format, MOOCs platforms were in the market and attract attention, test concepts 
and take in feedback and criticisms for design improvements (Waks, 2016). With time, research 
and critically analyzing the users and the use of the platform, MOOCs platforms have been 
modified greatly and have changed the definition of MOOCs over time.  
2.2.1 The meaning of ‘MOOCs’. The MOOCs acronym – massive, open, online, and 
course – has each term contributing to its definition. Although there have been shifts and changes 
in the meaning each word represents, there is now consistency in its interpretation. Massive came 
from the huge size of the initial classes on the platform. Enrollment was in the thousands and an 
average MOOC would have 25,000 students participate (Jordan, 2015). However, with the rise 
of new and less popular MOOC platforms, course sizes came down to hundreds and the scale 
became smaller. So massive is now defined as a course that can be scaled indefinitely and there 
is no practical or technological limit to the number of participants. Open in MOOCs refers to 
being open to anyone at no cost. This is vital to MOOCs and slightly differs from OCW and 
OER as a no-cost learning resource. OCW and OER provided quality resources for free but 
MOOCs not only provide resources, but also relevant video lectures, assignments, quizzes, and 
discussion communities for cohorts free of cost. In addition, MOOCs also provide certificate of 
learning at no cost or very low-cost which makes it a step beyond past OCW and OER initiatives 
and at the same time provides a structured course from reputed faculty accessible to anyone in 
the world with Internet connectivity. However, the term ‘open’ has also been disputed as 
resources on MOOCs are copyrighted and not for redistribution and cannot be reconfigured. 
Some have claimed that this is more of an industrial paradigm in education but it has evolved 
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since its inception that has made its component resources for open learning. Online is defined by 
the importance of Internet and an online virtual learning environment that is essential for this 
platform. MOOCs were entirely online from the very beginning but over time, it added 
components (e.g. learning hubs) to make the platform more accessible and the resources more 
usable in different socio-cultural learning contexts. However, the role of the Internet and being 
able to be online is a necessity to access, enroll and complete the MOOCs. The word Course was 
initially used as it followed the structure of traditional courses - content, lessons, quizzes and 
assignments - and the completion of all things would be evaluated as the completion of the 
course. MOOCs originally began with a start date and weekly posting of readings, resources and 
lecture videos. There was a specific end date for the course too and at that date all materials were 
also removed from the platform. Subsequently, MOOCs changed this format and made them 
self-paced and more fluid. Students can now take a full course, access some or all materials when 
they want and even join next session if they want to take longer to complete it. In this way, it has 
moved from the traditional concept of ‘course’ but still has the components that can categorize it 
as a course.  
2.3 Enrollment, Completion and Attrition in MOOCs 
This section briefly compiles some of the studies that have looked at enrollment, 
completion and attrition in MOOCs. With high enrollments and low completion rates, a 
substantial portion of MOOCs research have focused on these factors. A review of the literature 
on this provided not only an overview of the research that exist on the user population in general 
but also identified if and where developing country users were focused upon in past studies.  
2.3.1 Enrollment in MOOCs. Massive enrollment in MOOCs has drawn the interest of 
researchers ever since one of its first courses named “Introduction to Artificial Intelligence” 
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offered by Stanford University faculty Professor Sebastian Thrun in the fall of 2011 had 160,000 
students from 190 countries. As the number of courses increased, enrollment numbers have 
decreased per course but this does not imply any decline of interest for MOOC. 2015 was a very 
significant year in the MOOCs movement. Student enrollment doubled and more people signed 
up in 2015 than its previous 3 years. According to Class Central (Shah, 2015), more than 35 
million enrolled into at least one course in 2015 up from 17 million in 2014. Edsurge (an 
educational technology company) in 2015 claimed that Udacity, Coursera and edX have more 
than 24 million students. According to edX’s twitter account12 it has reached its 5 million 
students mark in August 2015. In the same month, Coursera (Wan, 2015) claimed 15 million 
registered students on its platform. Udacity CEO Sebastian Thrun in September 2015 in an 
interview with The Economist said that their platform is serving about 4 million users and 60% 
of them complete their courses. FutureLearn, a UK-based company owned by The Open 
University, had a huge leap in enrollment from 800,000 in 2014 to three million in 2015. 
However, 2017 started to see a decline in numbers although it was still considerably high. In 
2017, 23 million new learners signed up for a MOOC and that has taken the total number of 
MOOC learners to 81 million (Shah, 2018). 
When MOOC platforms initially launched in 2011, it was unstructured free courses with 
a variety of formats and requirements. Over the years through modifications, it is now more 
structured, streamlined with an emphasis placed on increasing the credentials value in the 
market. MOOCs are now self-paced, independent courses and is also a pathway towards 
specialization and online degrees. Limited credential value and massive enrollment rates have 
continuously triggered curiosity among academics and researchers to understand the enrolling 
                                                
12 edX twitter account: https://twitter.com/edxonline/status/631844606964035588 
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student population of MOOCs and research continues to focus on this. Some of the reasons for 
enrollment identified by MOOCs users include 1.) to experience online learning 2.) gain new 
knowledge 3.) get a certificate 4.) to improve career (MOOCSGroup, 2013). Plain curiosity 
about the use of MOOCs platform was also found to be a popular reason for high enrollment 
(Kay, Reimann, Diebold, & Kummerfeld, 2013; Seaton, Bergner, Chuang, Mitros, & Pritchard, 
2014), particularly for U.S. participants compared to users from other countries. (Christensen et 
al., 2013). Some selectively enrolled in a specific course that is offered by a prestigious, highly 
ranked university or a well-known professor (Adamopoulos, 2013) with hopes to experience a 
high-quality course structure and assessment designed by an esteemed faculty.  
Many MOOCs are general education or introductory courses and the experience of 
enrolling in these courses provides an idea of what is expected from an undergraduate course. No 
prerequisites are required to take a MOOC but the experience informs new undergraduates-to-be 
what a college course prepared by top instructors is really like (Wilson et al., 2013). Some enroll 
to not only gain introductory experience of an undergraduate course but also to access advanced 
course material or subject materials. Wilson et al. (2013) found that when advanced courses are 
not provided in one’s current program, they rely on MOOCs to gain that knowledge. Moreover, 
courses on MOOC platforms are also taken when one feels that their current course is below 
standard (Chen, Barnett, & Stephens, 2013).  
One of the basic characteristics of MOOCs is that it is very accessible and anyone with 
Internet connection can enroll into these courses. For example, users with physical disability or 
movement restrictions can enroll within the realm of their home or known environment and 
participate, learn and benefit from these online platforms (Wilson et al., 2013). This encourages 
users to enroll into courses of interest and gain the knowledge without having to be physically 
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mobile. Along with that, free or very low cost undoubtedly attracts people to MOOCs (Chen, 
Barnett, & Stephens, 2013; Wilson et al., 2013) and leads to high enrollment. 
Although some believe MOOCs have the potential to democratize higher education by 
increasing access to the platform to non-traditional participants (Lewin, 2012; Wulf, Blohm, 
Brenner, & Leimeister, 2014), demographic research portrays a homogenous user population in 
general. Participants on MOOC platforms are mostly educated with minimum an undergraduate 
degree and in some cases even more advanced degrees (Emanuel, 2013). Although more than 
50% of the MOOC users are from outside of the United States (Group, 2013; Nesterko et al., 
2013), the user population is generally white, educated, young males from developed countries. 
In 2013, 42.8% of Coursera users had a bachelor’s degree, 36.7% with a Masters degree and 
5.4% even had doctoral degrees (Koller & Ng, 2013). So although MOOC platforms are able to 
overcome the barrier of geographical distance in access to quality education, it is questionable 
how far it has been able to reach the less privileged with limited access to higher education and 
technologies who could potentially highly benefit from a free knowledge platform like MOOCs.   
2.3.2 Completion in MOOCs. MOOCs started with a very promising and high 
enrollment number but always suffered from very low completion rates (Agarwala, 2013). Less 
than 10 percent of users complete the courses they enroll in (Breslow et al., 2013; Ho et al., 
2014; Koller, Ng, Chuong, & Zhengao, 2013). However, when looking more closely at the 
numbers, the low completion rate can still be a significant one. Stanford University “Artificial 
Intelligence” course attracted 160,000 students and 23,000 of them completed it. Although 
completion is a very low percentage of the enrollment, the number of users who completed the 
cours is still significantly high. With attrition rates ranging from 85-96%, the vast majority of 
students do not complete MOOCs (Cusack, 2014; Koller et. al, 2013; Ho et al., 2014; 
38 
 
Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013; Watters, 2012). This has been a continuous issue of concern 
resulting in many studies focused on identifying the reasons. Kolowich (2014) suggests that it is 
not possible to compare MOOCs’ completion rates with traditional classroom or online courses 
since the intention for enrollment can be goal oriented but not completion focused. Although 
when enrolling in a course as part of a degree program can have completion of the course as a 
high priority reason, it may not be so when enrolling in a course that is not part of any degree 
requirement and is free of cost. Some students who enroll in MOOCs have no intention to 
complete the course while others are interested in parts of the course but not the full syllabus 
(Fini, 2009; Kop, 2011; Milligan, Littlejohn, & Margaryan, 2013). Moreover, some instructors 
also do not enforce the importance of completing the course but rather highlight the opportunity 
to access the available knowledge at no cost.  
Research on completion of MOOCs lea to reflective arguments that completion indicators 
of a traditional classroom do not accurately reflect the goals of online learning environments 
(Klobas, Mackintosh & Murphy, 2015). Completion may not be the adequate indicator of quality 
as the participants come with a wide variety of needs leading to enrollment. Many participants 
use MOOC platforms to support lifelong learning and not all enroll with the intention of 
completing a course in its entirety. Studies also show that MOOC users sometimes are fishing for 
information or knowledge on a specific topic, concept or skill and a MOOC may have all the 
information necessary to fulfill that need (Kop, Fournier, & Mak, 2011; Milligan et al., 2013).  
2.3.3 Factors motivating enrollment in MOOCs. Completing a course is not always the 
ultimate goal in MOOCs and students may participate in and benefit from courses without 
completing the assessments. Enrollment occurs with a more personalized goal and some of those 
goals can be continuous learning, advancement of knowledge, and to observe and experience the 
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online course and its platform. In this context, the definition of completion has to be expanded 
and fulfilling ones own set goal for a MOOC is the ultimate criterion for completion. Not 
completing the course requirements is generally considered incomplete and this is often the 
criterion predefined in most research on completion rates. The most common definition of 
completion rate is the percentage of enrolled students who satisfied the courses’ criteria in order 
to earn a certificate. Due to this narrow definition, research repeatedly finds attrition rates to 
remain high and it continues to be a key topic in debates surrounding MOOCs. Using total 
enrollment figures to determine completion rate has met with critiques and is not considered the 
appropriate means of analyzing the completion rate in MOOCs (Carey, 2013; DeBoer, Ho, 
Stump, & Breslow, 2014; Ho et al., 2014; Vu & Fadde, 2014; Kizilcec, Piech, & Schneider, 
2013). 
Coursera founder Daphne Koller and her team proposed to define completion in a 
different way for MOOC learners. They suggested that completing for certification may not be 
the intention for enrollment so the intentions need to be focused on to really understand a 
MOOC’s success. Kizilec and Schneider (2015) found that 45% of learners (n=71,475) in 14 
MOOCs did not plan to receive a certificate and some of the reasons they identified for enrolling 
in these courses were general interest, personal growth, job or academic relevance and social 
engagement. Another research found that learning more about a known topic, curiosity about 
MOOC, challenging one’s self, and acquiring as many course certificates as possible were also 
motivating factors in enrollment and advancing in a course (Hew and Cheung, 2014). Similar 
findings were also portrayed in Zutshi, O’Hare, and Rodafinos (2013) study that found 
motivations to enroll came from exploring the MOOCs format to the desire to learn and develop. 
This came from the content analysis of 21 blog posts by MOOC users enrolled in at least one 
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course. A recent study by De Barba, Kennedy and Ainley (2016) studied users in the last three 
weeks on an economics course and found a positive relationship between motivation, 
participation and performance. So learners’ participation and motivation depends not only on 
participants’ own goals, interest in the subject, and prior knowledge and skills (McAuley et al., 
2010) but also the MOOC content, engagement of instructors, clear instructions and 
manageability of the course in their existing schedule (Oakley, Poole, & Nestor, 2016). 
2.3.4 Causes for attrition in online learning environments. Patterson and McFadden 
(2009) studied attrition rates in online courses and concluded that online course students were 
more likely to drop out than those students taking traditional classroom courses. Some studies 
show that attrition rates for online undergraduate college courses are 10% to 20% higher than 
those of traditional courses (Carr, 2000) and older students were more likely to dropout from 
both online and traditional courses (Patterson & McFadden, 2009). However, academic success 
was not related to dropout rate in the online courses. 
Many reasons have been documented for possible causes of the higher attrition rates in online 
courses and some of the reasons are learners registering for courses for knowledge and not 
completion and feeling isolated due to physical separation from other students (Rovai, 2002). 
Similarly, Dolan (2014) found lack of meaningful interaction as a key factor in causing high 
attrition. Furthermore, time management, difficulty of the assignments, directions being too 
vague, and not having access to assistance in the online environment are also identified as 
reasons for not completing an online course (Nash, 2005). Other researchers have found lack of 
motivational factors, perceived poor quality of instruction, or a lack of official certification or 
recognition to be causes of attrition (Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013). In contrast Terry (2001) 
argued that attrition rates vary on the basis of course and some courses have similar attrition 
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irrespective of face-to-face or online class whereas other online courses can have higher attrition 
rates than in-class courses.  
The studies presented in this section provide evidence that indicators for analyzing 
completion and attrition do not accurately reflect the success of online courses as they do in 
traditional learning environments. Since completion is also analyzed from a very traditional in-
class coursework framework or perspective, attrition rates continues to show high drop out and 
this continues to intrigue researchers and is often a key topic in debates surrounding MOOCs. 
Many participants use MOOC platforms to support lifelong learning and officially completing a 
course may not be their goal for enrolling in the first place. So it makes it imperative to think of 
completion and drop out from a more holistic aspect. It is necessary to take into consideration 
that the traditional framework is not enough to focus on when studying MOOCs. We need to 
include an emphasis on incorporating the learners goal for enrolling into a MOOC and 
fulfillment of their expectations as criterions for defining completion. If these are incorporated, 
changes in completion rate will be impacted as well as the attrition rate.  
2.4 MOOC Learners Outside of the United States.  
 More than 50% of the MOOC users are from outside of the United States (MOOC Group, 
2013; Nesterko et al., 2013) and they are more likely to complete and earn a certificate than 
those from the U.S. (Nesterko et al., 2013). Developing country users are more interested to 
enroll in business and social science fields since they can utilize the knowledge they gain in their 
current jobs or professional lives. In contrast, users from the United States enroll mostly in 
Science and Healthcare-related MOOCs (Christensen et al., 2013). As mentioned before, 
experiencing a course taught by professors from top-tier universities also drives many online 
users outside of US to enroll into these MOOCs. Emanuel (2013) in his research found that 
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predominantly young males from outside the United States enroll in MOOCs to advance their 
careers. Existing academic qualification and access to educational standards among MOOCs 
students far exceeds that of the general population in their own countries. This educational 
disparity is particularly stark in Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, all of which are 
prime candidates for MOOCs education. In those countries, almost 80% of MOOC learners 
come from the wealthiest and most educated 6% of the population (Emanuel, 2013). This 
supports the concern that MOOCs reinforce the advantages of the 'haves' rather than educating 
the 'have-nots'. 
2.4.1 Developing countries, education and MOOCs. The creators and promoters of 
MOOC platforms believed they had the ability to bring the best knowledge and resources in the 
form of courses to the global population with very limited opportunity and help build their 
careers, and expand intellectual and personal networks (Pappano, 2012). It is now an established 
fact that MOOCs have high-quality courses, developed and taught by established faculty 
members from well-known universities and people all over the world are able to access the 
courses and course materials for free – an opportunity that would not be open to many if it were 
not for these platforms. Courses on MOOCs have massive class size with students enrolled from 
countries all over the world and many of these enrolled users are from developing countries. 
MOOCs with its worldwide reach may influence the higher education sector of developing 
countries and be used in diverse ways for outreach activities and knowledge distribution. This 
section briefly highlights how MOOCs influence the learning opportunities and life experiences 
of the users in developing countries. Some examples of research and projects on MOOC 
platforms that were or are in operation in various developing countries are also discussed here.  
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Coursera co-founder Daphne Koller in TEDGlobal in June 2012 stated that the cost of 
higher education is a predominant concern in US education policy whereas quality is the main 
concern in developing countries13. College degrees from developing countries often have 
negligible or no value to developed countries education institutions and in the global job market. 
Often immigrants with graduate degrees and years of administrative and leadership experience in 
their own countries are required to complete a graduate degree or a diploma in the country they 
immigrate to in order to qualify for white-collar jobs. The degree and experience of developing 
countries are devalued and not counted equally. Various factors like poverty, opportunity cost, 
lack of social capital, etc. limit the possibility of higher education abroad for many and it is more 
acute for people in the global South. These people take the best opportunity available and acquire 
degrees from their own country and eventually get hired in jobs. However, when this degree is 
not considered equivalent to degrees from a developed country university, it creates a clear and 
deep educational divide. Technology based cheap (or free) and quality educational opportunity 
like MOOCs can be one of the enablers towards education equity for the learners from 
developing countries. Leading professors in top-tier universities teach these courses and this 
platform has the potential to spread knowledge and build skills of mastery learning and active 
learning. Learners from developing countries can explore MOOC platforms and enroll to 
complete courses, get specialization in specific areas and even complete online degrees as they 
develop skills that retains the knowledge they access. Moreover, MOOC platforms are 
continuously struggling to gain acceptance of their credentials and with this goal they have 
                                                
13 Daphne Koller was Professor in the Department of Computer Science at Stanford University 
and a cofounder of Coursera. In the TedTalk she highlights that in some parts of the world 
quality education is not available and in the United States and other similar countries higher 





modified many aspects since its inception in 2011. Once the credentials are given the desired 
value, it can provide learners with limited resources, means to achieve certification, 
specialization or degree that is accepted in the global market and irrespective of where they live, 
the value will be constant.  
Although MOOCs are free, MOOC participation has some implicit costs such as Internet 
access with adequate bandwidth, computer or laptop access or ownership, and electricity. Along 
with that digital literacy, English language skills and culture also create barrier to participation. 
Two basic things are necessary to participate in MOOCs-- first, a computer device, and second, a 
stable Internet connection. Technological devices can be costly but to make it affordable for 
mass consumption, continuous effort is invested to make them cheaper. An example of this is the 
basic Android tablet developed by U.K.-based firm Datawind that was sold at an extremely 
competitive price of $40.11. Low-income people in developing countries can afford them and the 
Government of India has taken the initiative to provide this tablet to students for about half of the 
original price to make it even more affordable. They have called it Aakash 2 and even though it 
cannot compete with top-of-the-line tablets, considering the price, it can be revolutionary and life 
changing. Some other affordable devices that are currently used by users who cannot afford a 
more advanced and expensive device are One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) in Uruguay, Kenya and 
Peru, Tablets in Thailand and turkey, and 1-to-1 education programs in Argentina. As tablets and 
laptops become more available, MOOC platforms can benefit by attracting a much larger 
audience and people who could only imagine what education in the developed country is, now 
have the tool that opens the door to opportunities to experience and participate in courses taught 
by skilled professors.  
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When technological devices are available, high-speed Internet is the only other element 
required to access MOOCs and participate in any of the courses. MOOCs are built on the illusion 
that affordable electricity and Internet is available to all across the globe. However, in reality 
many developing countries face severe infrastructure issues and citizens in both urban and rural 
areas have limited or no access to Internet as well as electricity. According to the World Bank, in 
2016, only 45% of the world population had access to Internet14. When comparing the developed 
and developing countries’ data, almost 80% of the population have Internet access in developed 
countries but it is only about 39% in developing countries15. Across the globe, 20 percent of the 
world’s populations, living in developing countries do not have access to electricity (Bhandari, 
2014). Some in those countries have access to high-speed Internet but many have access to 
Internet with low bandwidth since they are connected through their cell phones, with low band-
width Internet service providers or from an Internet café cramped with old slow computers. 
Although many regions of the world do not have reliable Internet connection, this is improving 
by leaps and bounds. Developing countries are prioritizing increasing access to the Internet and 
governments are allocating budgets for this purpose. An example of the emphasis on Internet 
access and technological advancements is the Government of Bangladesh’s current 
transformative vision – an initiative with the goal to create a Bangladesh which is modern, 
technologically sophisticated and is a networked country by the fiftieth anniversary of 
independence of the country in 2021. This nationwide mandate focuses on building a digital 
country with Internet access and affordable technology for all. With goals like this and initiatives 
of governments in many developing countries to make changes and prioritize technological 
                                                
14 The World Bank open data website: Accessed on September 10, 2018 from 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/it.net.user.zs?name_desc=false  




advancements, MOOC platforms will become accessible to an even larger population who can 
benefit from the educational resources that is available here. 
To facilitate the expansion of access to Internet based knowledge, Coursera with 
partnership from the U.S. Department of State has provided “learning hubs” in cities of 
developing countries (Phnom Penh, Port au Prince, Manila, Mumbai etc.) for students to access 
course materials and information from their enrolled MOOCs via Internet free of cost. These 
hubs also provide teachers or instructors who are physically present to facilitate the online 
learning atmosphere (Bailey, 2014). Some MOOCs platforms were modified and tweaked so that 
learners from developing countries could download instead of stream course content. EdX has 
changed its software to open source so that more universities can post courses and the interfaces 
can be customized as per needs of the locales based on their available technology for the masses 
(MacGregor, 2013). In short, the MOOC platforms are taking initiatives to break down barriers 
for easier access to their materials and encourage people to participate and learn from the 
increasing number courses that are offered.  
MOOCs can provide learning opportunities for the developing countries knowledge-
seekers interested in higher education. Public universities in many developing countries are 
unable to provide the required seats for the growing population interested to continue onto higher 
education after completing 12 years of schooling. To combat this need and foreseeing this as a 
business opportunity, private universities have mushroomed in developing countries but they do 
not always have experienced and well-qualified faculty and teaching staff. MOOCs can be an 
added support to their (developing countries) higher education institutions and faculty can 
provide better materials and improve their courses quality by drawing references from the 
courses on the MOOC platforms. MOOCs may even have the potential to provide degree 
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programs to mass populations in developing countries for low-cost and play a pertinent role in 
providing access to quality higher education to a larger population than possible by public and 
private universities alone in a nation. Some universities in the United States have started online 
Masters programs with MOOC platforms and an example of this is the very successful iMBA at 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC). For almost one fourth of the cost of an 
on-campus MBA program, anyone can enroll into the iMBA and upon completion receive a 
degree from UIUC. Another possible format in which MOOCs can be incorporated is as part of a 
blended model to support the existing education structure in a country and assist in overcoming 
some of the gaps in the learning process. It can also provide a strong curriculum and textual 
material support to the educational institutions that lack in sufficient and qualified teaching staff. 
However, limited access to high bandwidth, language barriers, and necessity of previous 
knowledge to grasp concepts within a MOOC makes MOOCs less accessible to the people from 
the global South (Franco, Nigmonova, & Panichpathom, 2014; MacGregor, 2013). This restricts 
the openness of MOOCs to change or improve the education structure of the developing 
countries. As a result, MOOC platforms seem to be less accessible to those who could most 
benefit from a platform like this.  
2.4.2 Incorporation of MOOCs in developing countries. Although quality learning 
materials and updated curriculum are important for learning, proper contextualization of the 
learning materials is also essential for the learners to understand it. Since many instructors and 
teachers in developing countries are not trained to use technology based learning materials 
developed by others, blended models have been more successful in those settings. Through 
experience and observation the teachers or instructors in developing countries gain expertise and 
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are more comfortable using the technology for improved learning opportunities. This section 
discusses some examples of blended learning with MOOC platforms in the developing world. 
About 46% of the world population is online and 2 billion Internet users are from 
developing countries.16 Mobile connectivity has increased extensively in the developing world 
and so has Internet connectivity. Internet access per hundred users is 80 in the developed world, 
35 in developing countries and only 21 in Africa (Marshall, 2016). Only 5% of Sub-Saharan 
Africa’s population can afford university education and among those who do enroll, 
approximately 50% complete the program.17 However, this number varies greatly based on 
country. Rwanda is more progressive compared to many other African countries but employers 
in Rwanda are often frustrated when searching for employees who are knowledgeable, efficient 
and can both think and work independently. The country portrays a very depressing picture 
where educational institutions are unable to provide quality higher education. Generation 
Rwanda, a small non-profit, developed Kepler18 in 2013 – an experiment to use MOOCs to 
deliver a top-tier education to young Rwandans who were born around the time of the 1994 
genocide. It was in the format of blended learning and started with a class called “Critical 
Thinking in Global Challenges” – an online course offered from the University of Edinburgh in 
Scotland. Students in Kepler not only viewed video lectures downloaded from the MOOC 
platforms but also attended small seminars and coaching sessions in a Kigali classroom with an 
on-site teaching fellow. The Kepler program received very positive reviews and enrolling in the 
program became very competitive and tough with a 2.2% acceptance rate (Kepler, 2018). A case 
                                                
16 ICT Facts and Figures 2015. Retrieved on September 20, 2018 from 
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/facts/ICTFactsFigures2015.pdf  
17 Higher Education in Sub-Saharan Africa. Relevant Fact List. (2018, September 5). Retrieved 
from http://ent.arp.harvard.edu/AfricaHigherEducation/Factoids.html  
18 Kepler website: https://www.kepler.org/  
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study of a Rwandan girl accepted in the Kepler program found her aspiration to achieve quality 
education was fulfilled with Kepler (Bartholet, 2013). Although some changes can maximize the 
benefit of this blended model, it has been successful thus far. Findings from the Kepler project 
show that better Internet connection and improved English language skills in the students would 
further enhance the quality of this blended learning model. A nonprofit university in Rwanda and 
the US State Department’s MOOCs camp have worked together to implement another blended 
model. In this approach, local instructors incorporated some courses that are available on MOOC 
platforms with in-person teaching (ICEF Monitor, 2014). This has been quite successful as 
instructors have been able to use improvised materials and contextualize them for the learners in 
their own community. Rwanda is also considering establishing an entirely MOOC-based 
university, in which students could access modules from a Harvard University’s social justice 
MOOC, and a University of Edinburgh critical-thinking MOOC (Macgregor, 2013). The 
financial investment required to build multiple campus-based universities is an impossible 
commitment for developing countries to make. Moreover, building campus-based universities 
will not fulfill the demand of higher education that is emerging in Rwanda and other developing 
countries in the world. Projects in Rwanda prove that MOOCs can be an excellent source for 
blended learning and can improve the quality of education in a developing country at a low cost. 
This model of blended learning can be replicated in other developing countries where the need 
for enrollment openings in higher education institutions surpasses the currently available spaces 
in institutions. Also, teachers with limited technological skills and access to education resources 
can learn to build their courses off of similar MOOCs and improve the quality of their own 
course content, structure as well as assessment criterion. However, this is more feasible in a 
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blended model where there will be intermediary people assisting with technology and in 
understanding the resources available in MOOCs.  
MOOCs have also experimented with in India with a focus to explore how it can enhance 
the quality of teaching and learning within existing higher education institutions. Microsoft 
Research piloted a project to develop online classes similar to MOOCs structure but taught by 
leading Indian professors to ensure that it blends in with the existing curriculum at engineering 
schools in India. The program is called Massively Empowered Classrooms, or MEC. Ashok 
Jhunjhunwala, an electrical engineering professor in India was concerned that most Indian 
students would have difficulty understanding and following online courses offered by professors 
in American universities, because of language and cultural differences (Bartholet, 2013). Hearing 
a familiar language with an unfamiliar accent may hinder the learning process. Along with that, 
if class materials discuss issues that are difficult to comprehend without practically experiencing 
it, it can create barriers in learning. This is more likely to happen in humanities and social 
science subjects that can often require real-life examples for better understanding. Although this 
may seem to limit the benefits of mainstream online courses and raise questions regarding its 
outreach to users from other countries and cultures, there is also no single approach to teaching 
and learning that will fit all. Even with the mentioned shortcomings of MOOC like courses, its 
ability to address some of the widespread educational needs of a country cannot be ignored. 
Currently, about 25% of those who complete secondary schools go for higher education in 
India19. By 2020, India expects to need 40 million spaces (Ernst & Young, 2011) at tertiary level 
but current universities will not be able to accommodate this growing population. India will need 
to build many more universities and colleges but with the shortage of skilled teachers, quality 
                                                




higher education is unlikely to be provided. Moreover, the cost of establishing these brick and 
mortar institutions will be immense and allocating the required budget for this massive 
expenditure is tough for most if not all developing countries. In a situation like this, MOOC 
platforms has the means to be the most accessible, dependable and cheap approach to reach 
maximum student population in multiple countries.  
In April 2016, IREX (International Research and Exchanges Board) published findings 
from a study by Advancing MOOCs for Development Initiative (AMDI) that was based on a 
survey of 1,400 MOOCs users and 2,250 non-users from Colombia, the Philippines and South 
Africa20. The age range of the survey participants was 18 to 35 and it included multiple MOOCs 
platforms and both users and non-users of MOOCs. Findings showed that almost 80% of the 
MOOC users from developing countries claimed to have completed at least one course. This is 
very significant since the US and Europe based MOOCs research findings show that course 
completion rate is only 5% to 10%. The most commonly cited motivations among these users 
include: gaining skills to perform better in current jobs (61%), preparing for further education 
(39%) and obtaining professional certification (37%). On the contrary, users from developed 
countries largely claimed to enroll “just for fun”. The study also brings out some of the reasons 
why non-users who know about MOOCs do not enroll into it. The most commonly identified 
reason was lack of time. Technological factors like high Internet cost (6%), low computer skills 
(2%), and lack of computer access (4%) were some of the least-frequently mentioned reasons for 
not enrolling. This contradicts the general perception that the primary hurdle to the massive use 
of MOOCs in developing countries is technology related.  
                                                




MOOCs have been successfully utilized in developing countries to provide training and 
skill development to those without required degrees. For example, Tanzania is actively 
incorporating Coursera courses as part of a broader initiative to develop the skills of its 
population. Many jobs in the market require different levels of IT and Information and 
Communications Technology (ICT) knowledge but this skill set does not exist among most 
people in the country. Very few students in African countries have the capability and opportunity 
to go abroad to receive higher education or professional degrees. To increase access to quality 
education for the mass population, improve the higher education system, develop more advanced 
curriculum content and eventually attract students from across Africa, Tanzania with support 
from World Bank has taken initiative to include MOOCs into the education system to help equip 
students with market-relevant IT skills (Trucano, 2013). In 2008, the World Bank launched New 
Economy Skills for Africa Program-Information and Communication Technologies (NESAP-
ICT) support countries in Sub-Saharan Africa in building skills for the knowledge economy and 
Tanzania was part of the initiative for including MOOCs on skill development. This initiative 
has the potential to develop and improve the skills of local people, provide more learning 
opportunities and hone their skills to be better suited for the evolving job market. This initiative 
also created the environment and opportunity for globally networked learning environments 
(GNLEs)21. With a vision to prepare future job seekers to succeed in the more than ever before 
demanding market, MOOCs can be complimentary to initiatives for decreasing the learning 
divide among the rich and the poor, global North and global South and build competent and 
skilled job seekers to compete for jobs with the acquired set of skills. It can also provide these 
                                                
21 Globally networked learning environments (GNLEs) are educational settings that are built on 
transnational partnerships across institutional, linguistic, national and other boundaries and 
allowing students, faculty members and professionals to negotiate and build a shared learning 
culture and a mutual understanding of globalization (Starke-Meyerreing & Wilson, 2008). 
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learners with the opportunity to compete on par with others who had the social and economic 
capital to access and eventually achieve foreign degrees.  
According to HarvardX22, India has the second highest enrollment into their MOOCs. 
They currently have the third largest population enrolling into universities every year and may 
become the highest MOOCs users in the near future (Fox, 2013). Personal anecdotes from users 
in India reiterate how MOOC platforms are providing less fortunate learners with the experience 
of participating in a global online setting and access to learning opportunities not available 
locally (Godwin-Jones, 2014). India has more applicants than available seats in existing 
universities nationally and millions are unable to consider applying for higher education abroad 
due to poverty and the high expenses associated with a degree program in a developed country. 
MOOCs platforms can be a significant source of knowledge for the users in India but again 
limited access to Internet connection or accesses with low bandwidth are primary barriers to 
using this learning platform there. To overcome these and other barriers, MOOC providers have 
partnered with educational institutions in India. A ‘Hybrid’ classroom model is used in some 
engineering institutions where a course on a MOOC platform is referred to as the repositories of 
lectures and quizzes (Macgregor, 2013). Coursera has developed a mobile app for learners to 
access its courses via cell phones. Datawind went on to develop under $50 cellphones after 
marketing Akash tablets with hopes to make mobile phones accessible to the mass population 
and through it made knowledge more accessible to learners. Udacity has developed a Master’s 
degree program in Computer Science targeted specifically towards users in India and the Middle 
East at a cost of $7000. Indian Institute of Technology, Bombay was the first Indian educational 
institute to join edX and provide an online course. India has also signed a Joint Declaration of 
                                                
22 HarvardX website link: http://harvardx.harvard.edu/harvardx-insights/world-map-enrollment  
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Intent between the Ministry of Human Resource Development and the US Department of State 
for cooperation in the field of higher education for Study Webs of Active-Learning for Young 
Aspiring Minds (SWAYAM), a program for online education. This platform is based in India, 
utilizes the open edX and invites US based universities to offer post-graduate academic programs 
with certification. This blended model could be scaled up to include undergraduate and graduate 
degrees to provide opportunities for higher education to a wider degree seeking population. The 
government of India’s investment in higher education does not commensurate with the 
profoundly rising needs of its population and in a situation like this, MOOC platforms can play 
an important role in providing access to quality higher education for millions at a reduced cost.  
Although MOOC platforms were built with the vision to be a source of academic or 
professional knowledge, its role has extended beyond that in developing countries. It has acted as 
a lifesaving information passage that reaches a large population within a short span of time. For 
example, during the outbreak of Ebola in 2014, a MOOC was created to spread awareness about 
this disease. The target audience for the course was the people who were most vulnerable to 
Ebola and the awareness information on this platform could be accessed with a mobile phone 
that had Internet connection even with low bandwidth. It was highly successful in reaching the 
target population in a short span of time. This MOOC was provided by an organization called 
Alison and they found this free and scalable platform was able to reach a large population and be 
highly time-efficient. On the contrary, if it had to be processed and distributed through the 
government and organizational bureaucracies, it likely would have reached a much smaller 
audience (Coughlan, 2014). So, in this situation MOOCs were a very efficient active platform to 
spread knowledge among a mass population – irrespective of their socio-economic condition – 
on an issue that required immediate action. Moreover, as MOOCs are now accessible through 
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mobile apps, its outreach is further extended. These initiatives clearly improve the possibility of 
better and easier access to quality information and resources to a larger population in the 
developing world.  
2.4.3 MOOCs and women empowerment. MOOCs are seen not only as a medium for 
developing and providing training courses relevant to jobs but also a possible option to increase 
opportunities for greater equality for women in education, employment, and in industries where 
women are under-represented. Some countries have used MOOCs to build the skills in their 
labor force (Agarwal, 2016). For example, Saudi Arabia's Ministry of Labor uses an e-learning 
site called Doroob23 to develop the necessary skills the 29% of unemployed 16 to 29 year olds 
need to become a part of the labor market. The ministry provides free training to anyone who is 
interested in skill-building, Doroob in the first year had more than 50% female enrollees for the 
skill-building MOOCs. Jordan also has a similar program with Queen Rania Foundation on the 
Edraak24 MOOC platform. There, 40 percent of the 131,000 enrolled students were female. 
Aspiring Minds25 – an assessment company has connected MOOCs learners to companies with 
relevant open job positions. Agarwal (2016) shared an anecdotal experience of a Pakistani 
woman who was able to create her own American university learning experience through the 
enrollment into courses on edX. She had the support of her husband who encouraged her to 
pursue learning but without MOOCs, the door to such opportunity would have been closed. 
Coursera’s co-founder Daphne Koller, has shared a success story of a Bangladeshi girl Sharmeen 
Shehabuddin who started a successful bakery business in Bangladesh after taking a Coursera 
                                                
23 Doroob website: https://www.doroob.sa/en/  
24 Edraak website: https://www.edraak.org/en/about-us/  
25 Aspiring Minds website: https://www.aspiringminds.com/  
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MOOC in the Business field26. Sharmeen gives her MOOCs experience and learning significant 
credit in making her a successful businesswoman. These examples from the Middle East and 
South Asia portray the capability of MOOCs and how it can be a platform and tool for 
knowledge sharing and skill development. Thus, MOOCs can be explored and utilized in many 
more ways than it was originally anticipated.  
2.4.4 MOOCs in non-English languages. Almost all mainstream MOOCs are in English 
but to increase accessibility to a wider audience some of the courses are translated to different 
languages. Coursera crowdsources the subtitling of lecture videos to different languages from 
English using an online tool. Translators are also recruited to translate the lecture and material 
texts. Coursera has launched “Coursera’s Global Translator Community (GTC)”27, a program 
designed to increase the number of courses with high-quality subtitle translations. In GTC, 
anyone can contribute translations by signing up on Coursera’s website. On the webpage, new 
translators are directed to an online portal that features active translation projects, translation 
resources, and ways to interact with other community members and the Coursera team. This 
feature is very useful since languages with skilled translators have more translated courses and 
with these translations the courses become more accessible to communities where English is not 
the first or predominant language. Language barrier can be minimized and learners in developing 
countries can access and understand the learning materials and lectures better and not be 
discouraged by their limited English language skills. However, it is also important for MOOC 
platforms to be accountable for the quality of the translations to ensure that information is not 
distorted in the process and correct translations are provided. If course materials and lectures are 
                                                
26 The News Gazette. (2015, December 03). Coursera Chief: iMBA a glimpse at future. 
Retrieved from http://www.news-gazette.com/news/local/2015-12-03/coursera-chief-imba-
glimpse-future.html  
27 Global Translator Community website: https://www.coursera.org/about/translate  
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well translated into different languages, it may expedite learning, increase motivation to continue 
and complete course activities among the learners on the various MOOC platforms.  
Over the past few years, MOOCs have emerged independently in languages other than 
English in various countries. 2016 was notable for the rise in regional MOOCs platforms and 
Miriada X, XuetangX, Université Numérique and MENA’s Edraak are examples of such 
platforms. Saudi Arabia offers two MOOCs platforms where language of instruction and course 
materials are both in Arabic. Rwaq28 is one of the expanding non-English MOOCs platforms that 
has drawn the attention of online researchers (Macleod, Haywood, Woodgate, & Alkhatnai, 
2015). Queen Rania Foundation for Education and Development in Jordan developed another 
portal called Edraak. While Edraak is very similar to Coursera, Rwaq was developed from 
scratch with a goal to tailor it to the need and demand of the targeted audience. It is an Arabic 
learning hub for Arabic-speakers worldwide, with content from Arab professors across the Arab 
World. Existing illiteracy rate within the Middle East, failing or broken education systems 
among low-income Middle Eastern countries, low tertiary enrollment and a completion rate 
below 10% (World Bank, 2018) lead to the creation of, Rwaq – a regional hub for e-learning in 
the Middle East that aims to provide underprivileged learners opportunities to learn and advance 
their knowledge. Like other MOOCs platforms, Rwaq provides learners with the opportunity to 
access information in Arabic provided by qualified people from anywhere in the world (Curley, 
2013). Breaking down the language barrier increases accessibility to MOOCs platforms for 
people who would not have accessed the free online learning materials due to lack of proficiency 
in English language.  
                                                




The Shikkhok.com29 is another online platform that offers courses in various fields but all 
of them are in Bengali and its target population is the rural and disadvantaged students in 
Bangladesh and India. The Shikkhok.com platform brings together educators and researchers 
from all over the world to create free-of-cost content in Bengali on both basic and advanced 
topics. Its mission is to develop a model for ultra-low-cost online education for students in the 
developing world and to serve as an open, free, and cheaper alternative to traditional educational 
institutions. Shikkhok.com currently has 60+ courses for students in primary to tertiary level and 
it has about 40,000 registered students and twice as many unregistered students (registration is 
not mandatory to access the free courses). Every day, about 3,000 students from Bangladesh and 
India access 7000 lectures on average. Since August 2012, Shikkhok.com has delivered 4.46 
million video lectures. Everything developed by Shikkhok.com is completely free, and a 
certificate of completion is also free-of-charge. This initiative has been highly appreciated by the 
users as well as the educators. The courses here follow a cMOOCs format rather than xMOOCs 
format as the qualification of providers is not ensured and crosschecked. This platform requires 
low bandwidth to access the course materials so users can use cell phones to download 
information. Available low-cost cellphones with data plans provides people from any socio-
economic background easy access to this platform and an opportunity to learn from a wide range 
of academic, professional and recreational courses.  
MOOC platforms developed in the US and other first world countries continue to be the 
most popular online learning platforms. Although these are mostly in English and may not fulfill 
the needs of non-English or elementary English speakers, it is a great source of information and 
knowledge sharing. While US higher education based MOOCs platforms are currently more 
                                                
29 Shikkhok.com website: http://www.shikkhok.com/  
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widely accessed, platforms like Shikkhok.com, Rwak and others are also valuable in bringing 
change to the failing national education systems and creating new possibilities for knowledge 
distribution and learning opportunities in developing countries. Non-English and country-
specific MOOCs are also important in changing and restructuring the higher education system of 
nations across the globe. Although they are the outliers in current MOOCs research, they have 
emerged as parallel platforms in developing countries and are making a difference in the lives of 
learners around the world. Since mainstream platforms have a larger audience and reach millions 
of people, understanding the experiences of users from developing countries in a mainstream 
MOOCs platform will provide a better explanation of who the users are and what can be done to 
make MOOCs a more accessible and knowledge providing resource platform.  
2.5 Technology and Women in South Asia 
With limited research specifically on MOOCs users from developing countries and none 
focusing on women, I expanded my research to look into how technology has affected women 
and their lives in South Asia. The digital revolution has brought about significant increases in the 
use of educational technology. Gender stereotyping has restricted women’s access to ICT in 
many developing countries (Gurumurthy, 2004) and the gender ideology that exists in a country 
leads to the difference in technology use among men and women (Rakow and Navarro, 1993). 
Below are some research findings on how technological innovations bring a difference in the 
lives of women in developing countries.  
China has undergone socio-economic change in the market-reform era leading to millions 
of young women to migrate from rural China to the city. Wallis (2013) in an immersive 
fieldwork based study explored the implications of mobile communications for a group of young 
women engaged in unskilled service work in Beijing. She explored how cell phones are 
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integrated into the social practices of contemporary China and how it enables rural young women 
to participate in and create culture. Although the women in her study were in low-paid menial 
jobs, one of the first purchases for them was a mobile phone to not only communicate with but 
also as part of their urban transformation and to bring mobility in their immobile city life. While 
ownership of mobile phones give these migrant women a sense of fitting into modern 
cosmopolitan culture, at the same time the lack of mobile phone user skills reinforces their 
inferiority in the urban society.   
 Bhushan (2008) in a study on the female learners in Indira Gandhi National Open 
University (IGNOU) interviewed both men and women between the ages of 18 to 35 years. The 
study was in India and found that only 50% of the women have ownership of computers whereas 
90% of the men own theirs. Women who did not own a computer would go to public cafes or 
access computer from a friend or relative’s house. This was a problem for many women as the 
situation is not always appropriate to access a computer. Women had social problems when 
going to the learning centers and often were encouraged to only go with a known female peer. 
The women who owned computers at home often could not access it per their wish as the men 
were given priority. Also, women would often have to complete household chores prior to being 
able to use the computer. Men mostly used computers for learning purposes but women used it 
for both personal learning and also to help their children with schoolwork. Although many 
women used computers for learning purposes, limited access to it affected their open and 
distance learning participation.  
Balasubramanian, Thamizoli, Umar, & Kanwar (2010) surveyed 73 women in Southern 
India to understand their use of mobile phones as a learning tool. These women were young 
adults with almost no school education. Mobile phones were introduced as both tools for 
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learning and for business purpose. The study found that these women could not only process 
knowledge that was provided via the mobile phones but were also able to construct knowledge. 
This shift from passive to active construction of knowledge occurred when access to resources 
like a mobile phone was made available to them. Thus, when technology is correctly 
incorporated it can accelerate the process for women to become empowered and have a voice in 
their social context. 
Choudhury (2008) in her thesis on women Internet users in Bangladesh, focused on 
women who were not professionally or academically using the Internet but used the Internet at 
home on their own free will. These women were from upper middle class families and their self-
assessment was that Internet use empowered them. She found that her respondents did use the 
Internet in innovative ways and was able to fulfill some of their needs and demands with it. For 
example, they were able to stay well informed, connected with loved ones and become more 
independent by relying on the Internet to answer questions that surfaced in their lives whether in 
relation to health or even religion. The study also found that women struggling to overcome 
difficulties and complexities in the home and with family members, relied on the Internet for 
information. Mitter (2005) in a study on female mobile users in Bangladesh found that 
cellphones was used not only for communication but as a resource for a business opportunity for 
women. They charged others in the community to use their cellphones to call their family 
members living abroad and use their mobile phones as a source of communication point for other 
women who have relatives or family living abroad. This brought along economic empowerment 
and eventually cellphones were used for other business purposes.  
ICT has been a very dominant sector in developing countries as a source towards 
development, knowledge and information sharing, and connecting to the world outside. Ilyas 
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(2011) discussed how ICT was affecting the women in Pakistan and found great gender disparity 
with women lagging behind men. 40% of all female mobile users need consent or someone else’s 
authorization to use their devices. There was also a great gender gap in the use of Internet 
although the duration of computer use was similar. Mobility and cultural constraints were 
identified as primary causes for women’s limited participation in ICT. 
2.6 Higher Education, Online Learning and MOOCs in South Asia  
 Economic growth and demographic surges have created a massive demand for higher 
education in the Global South and that includes South Asia. Traditional institutions alone cannot 
fulfill the insurmountable rise in demand for higher education. In the beginning of the 20th 
century about half a million students were in higher education globally, but by 2000 it reached 
about 100 million (Schofer & Meyer, 2005). Since the focus of this study is on four South Asian 
countries (Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka and Pakistan) below is a brief review of the higher 
education system and availability of online learning in these specific countries.  
 Bangladesh: The quality of higher education in Bangladesh has been deteriorating 
steadily over the last two decades (Salahuddin & Aminuzzaman, 2011). There are 94 universities 
in Bangladesh and an open university. Among these, 34 are public universities, 2 international 
campuses and 59 private universities. Even with these universities, there is still a shortage of 
seats in higher education and a lack of qualified instructors and SMEs. Moreover, private 
universities are expensive and beyond the means of affordability for most people in Bangladesh. 
Online learning is a great possibility for expanding higher education. Open education and DE 
started first in 1956, however, it was in1992 when Bangladesh Open University Act was passed 
in the parliament and with that a rapid increase in enrollment was seen at The Open University. 
There was significant demand for higher education and DE was accepted as a means to achieve 
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that. Unfortunately, it has not been successful in providing a quality education (Islam & Selim, 
2006). Needless to say, MOOCs have the advantage of high quality and free access – both of 
these characteristics makes it a great addition to the existing learning opportunities and helps fill 
in existing gaps in higher education.  
India: In 2009, India had 19.1 million enrolled in higher education and it was expected to 
reach 28 million in 202030 (British Council, 2012). However, by 2013, India had already reached 
29 million people enrolled. Now the current target is to create enrollment seats for 40 million 
students by 2020. During the last decade India has added 6 new colleges every day but that is not 
enough to fulfill the huge demand for higher education. The qualities of these colleges are very 
poor and the elite higher education institutions also suffer from shortages of good faculty. 
Overseas education is a viable option for only a very small population and that gives rise to the 
need to explore new modes of higher education that go beyond the brick-and-mortar institutions.  
 Like much of the Global South, these countries are struggling to meet the demand for 
higher education. A new educational model that provides access to high quality courses at a low 
price to a larger number of students can substantially improve the education divide that currently 
exists and will grow bigger as time progresses. MOOCs have the possibility to do just that and 
currently almost all research shows that enrollment from India is second highest among all 
MOOCs platforms after the US (Alcorn, Christensen & Kapur, 2015). Nearly 40 percent of the 
MOOC users from India are currently enrolled in a traditional higher education degree program 
with two major groups disproportionately underrepresented as MOOC learners. They are women 
and rural residents of India. Only 20 percent MOOCs learners are women but Gender Parity 
                                                





Index (GPI) for traditional universities is at .86. This indicates that men and women have less 
unequal participation in traditional higher education but the gap is very distinct within MOOCs 
platforms. 
 Pakistan: For Pakistan, gross enrollment ratio in higher education was only 10% in 2015-
2016. This is lower than India (24%), Sri Lanka (21%) and Bangladesh (13%) (UNESCO, 
Global Education Monitoring Report, 2016)31. The government of Pakistan has constructed 
colleges and provided financial support to universities and institutions but there remains a 
shortage of highly qualified professors and SME. According to UNESCO32, Pakistan has only a 
10% gross enrollment ratio for higher education - one of the lowest in the world. Although 
English is not the national language, the main medium of instruction in higher education is in 
English. This could positively impact the MOOCs experience for learners from Pakistan. 
According to ITU, only 15 percent have access to Internet in Pakistan. However, DE is not new 
for Pakistan as it was the first country to start it in 1974 through establishing Allama Iqbal Open 
University.    
 Sri Lanka: Within South Asia and all developing countries, Sri Lanka has been 
one of the more successful countries in providing basic education for all citizens. It has shown 
exceptional achievement in providing universal primary education (Jayaweera & Gunawardena, 
2007; Riboud, Savchenko, & Tan, 2007). According to UNICEF (2013), adult literacy in Sri 
Lanka was 91% but on the contrary very basic computer literacy is still low at about 28.3% in 
2017 (Department of Census and Statistics Sri Lanka). Like all developing countries with 
pockets of good infrastructure, Colombo the capital of Sri Lanka has high speed broadband and 
                                                
31 National Education Policy 2017 – 2025, Accessed September 11,2018 and retrieved from 
http://www.moent.gov.pk/userfiles1/file/National%20Educaiton%20Policy%202017.pdf  
32 UNESCO website for data of Pakistan higher: http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/PK  
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wifi Internet connectivity however it is quite variable. Even 3 miles away high-speed Internet is 
not as available, but at least mobile Internet coverage is slightly more consistent. It is necessary 
to mention that there still remain parts of rural Sri Lanka that do not have cell phone services.  
Sri Lanka has 15 state universities including an Open university. The Open University 
and DE programs have per student cost but that is less than that of a campus-based opportunity 
(Chandrasiri, 2003). Since the country has not been able to expand higher education through 
traditional brick and mortar means, the government of Sri Lanka has invested in ICT with hopes 
to increase access. The government has taken DE as a means to expand higher education. Like 
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan they also suffer from a shortage of academic staff and SME. 
Along with that lack of Internet access and physical resources, inadequate English language 
skills, and low computer literacy are strong barriers to expanding higher education 
(Liyanagunawardena, Adams, Rassool, & Williams, 2014).    
 The four countries of concern in this study all have some OE and DE in place for many 
years and also established Open Universities. However, they all lack in adequate numbers of 
qualified professors and SMEs. However, as developing countries they could be greatly benefit 
from a resource like MOOCs if and when accessed and utilized properly.  
2.7 Theoretical Framework to Understand the South Asian MOOCs Learners 
 As the research idea progressed, some theories appeared to be relevant to the possible 
outcomes. Although the analysis is not limited to the theories discussed here, it is necessary to 
mention what provided the theoretical base for this study. This section highlights self-directed 
learning and motivation, Sen’s capability approach and ubiquitous learning and active learning 
as new ways of learning techniques. 
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2.7.1 Self-directed learning, self-determination and motivation. Most MOOCs 
learners are adults and their participation and motivation in these courses can be influenced by a 
variety of things. The popularity of online learning increased as adults could incorporate learning 
into their existing responsibilities at their own available time and schedule. Park and Choi (2009) 
found that gender, race, ethnicity and etc. has little impact on learner performance in an online 
course but external factors like family, work and social responsibilities could negatively affect 
performance. Learners can pick and choose courses that are relevant or of interest and by choice 
direct their learning in and across courses on MOOCs platforms. Self-directed learning (SDL) is 
at play here. SDL is defined as adults having the capacity to plan, navigate and assess their own 
learning in fulfilling their self-defined learning goals (Hiemstra, 1994). Stubbé and Theunissen 
(2008) identified five elements that can make a ubiquitous learning environment more favorable 
to adult learners who practice SDL. These are learner control, self-regulated learning strategies, 
reflection, interaction with social environment, and interaction with the physical world.   
Self-directed learning, andragogy, and transformational learning theories are grounded in 
the concept of motivation. Motivational theories have a long history and go back to the ideas of 
Socrates. Many contemporary researchers have focused on the differential motivation and 
achievement behaviors. Studies found motivation to be a driving force in determining 
educational outcomes in face-to-face classroom and the online learning environment (Maehr, 
1985; Lim, 2004). Motivation not only influenced outcomes but also student satisfaction (Fujita-
Starck & Thompson, 1994), perseverance, and metacognition behaviors (Vallerand et al., 1997; 
Ames & Archer, 1988). Motivation is defined as the goal directed activity that is instigated and 
sustained (Schunk, Pintrich, and Meece, 2008). Bandura (2006) defines motivation as an internal 
state that arouses, directs and sustains goal-oriented behavior. When focusing on the context of 
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learning, it is conceptualized as an internal source that maintains, enhances or mediates cognitive 
development (Brophy, 2004; Slavin, 1987). Adults are motivated to learn when internal factors 
like self-esteem and quality of life influence their thinking (Cercone, 2008). Although internal 
factors are motivating stimulants, online learning platforms need to enhance that motivation and 
keep that drive. Even though some may claim that it is a personality trait, research also shows 
that learners can be motivated, depending on time or context (Schunk et al., 2008). Cercone 
(2008) suggested that motivation could be created or increased by making an instructional design 
that incorporates social interactions within the course, providing content grounded in reality, and 
opportunities for self-directed learning. Understanding what drives the motivation and influences 
action is necessary to understanding the South Asian women’s experiences in MOOCs and their 
expectations from this platform.  
Educational and learning needs for adults vary greatly. They are known to have differing 
needs, interest and educational backgrounds (Cercone, 2008; Hartnett, George, & Dron, 2011). 
Some prefer guided learning with instructions while others prefer self-paced and the ability to 
learn independently. Glynn et al. (2011) identified self-determination as one of the components 
of motivation that impacts learning. Hartnett et al. (2011) discussed self-determination theory 
(SDT) as the balance of internal and external motivators and goes on to say, 
all humans have an intrinsic need to be self-determining or autonomous (i.e., experience 
a sense of agency and control), as well as to feel competent (i.e., capable) and connected 
(i.e., included and linked to others) in relation to their environment. (p. 22)  
SDT incorporates three needs – autonomy, competence and relatedness – and when these 
are met, it peaks motivated behavior. To understand SDT it is necessary to define autonomy, 
competence and relatedness. Autonomy is an individual’s experience of self-selecting behaviors 
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from free will and choice (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Oliver et al., 2008; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Faye 
& Sharpe, 2008). Competence can be the satisfaction one achieves from a behavior that has been 
enacted. Competency would be successfully completing a task that is within the zone of 
proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) and makes one feel effective in his or her environment 
(Faye & Sharpe, 2008). Finally, relatedness is feeling connected within a secure or supportive 
environment (Oliver et al., 2008; Reis et al., 2000). Autonomy, competence and relatedness are 
recognized as intrinsic motivators (Deci et al., 2001; Ryan & Deci, 2000). SDT defines 
motivation for learning on a continuum – from amotivation (no interest to act) to extrinsic to 
intrinsic motivation – in a social context where one can achieve need satisfaction. SDT is a 
popular theory in both qualitative and quantitative research on online learning population. SDT is 
suitable for studies on motivation in online settings because of its flexible learning context, 
content and technological skill development and computer-mediated social interactions (Chen & 
Jang, 2010). 
Online courses that meet the needs of adult learners, keeps them motivated and provides 
content that is applicable to the learner’s surrounding and everyday life, will be able to maintain 
learner motivation and increase satisfaction and course completion rates (Park & Choi, 2009). 
The learning environment in the classroom can influence a students’ sense of autonomy and 
competence and both of these are necessary for intrinsic motivation (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). 
Student competence is their current capability in an immediate social context and it can be 
identified from students verbalizing it by saying things like “I am capable of understanding 




Student learning is also benefitted from teacher-student and student-student interactions 
and connectedness but researchers believe it requires interaction with “real humans” (Moller, 
Deci, & Elliot, 2010). This gives rise to the question of whether online learning platforms have 
the ability to satisfy the learners’ need for relatedness to influence their motivation? Although 
relatedness can develop in the interaction of teacher-student, a well-designed learning 
community, its membership and interaction with other users can also create a sense of belonging. 
This community can be online or in a classroom setting. A virtual community can provide a 
context for relatedness irrespective of actual physical locality (Ainley & Armatas, 2006). 
Belonging and relatedness have been used interchangeably in the literature. In this study, both 
terms were also used to define the same emotion that triggers motivation in South Asian female 
MOOCs users.  
Online learning has been found to be more intrinsically motivating than face-to-face 
learning (Shroff, Vogel & Coombes, 2008). In an online setting, intrinsic motivation is also a 
positive reinforcement to learning performance (Cho & Heron, 2015). Their study found lack of 
motivation to negatively impact achievement of mastery learning. MOOCs are free and 
accessible to all and this makes it difficult to define success only on the basis of completion. 
Enrolling in a course can be influenced by a learner’s specific goal or interest (Kizilcec & 
Schneider, 2015; Wang & Baker, 2015) and completion may not be necessary to fulfill that. 
Research found enrolling with friends increased course engagement (Kizilcec & Schneider, 
2015) and in MOOCs, users who interacted with peers were less likely to dropout (Ferguson & 
Clow, 2015; Halawa et al., 2014; Onah, Sinclair & Boyatt, 2014). This study adds to the current 
findings on motivation and online learning by explaining how motivation influenced engagement 
and how success in MOOCs was defined by the South Asian female MOOCs users.  
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2.7.1.1 Role of language and culture on motivation. Learners in MOOCs come with 
experience and diverse backgrounds. As sociocultural theories state, learners bring with them 
ideas, beliefs and practices that are ingrained or developed in them from the socio-cultural 
groups they belong to (Lemke, 2001; Palincsar, 1998). The learning practices and 
communication behavior of learners can vary based on this. Users coming from different 
countries would bring with it educational practices that they have grown accustomed to in their 
own higher education system. Not only culture, but also language (both spoken and written) 
plays a significant role in motivational factors and cognitive and social development (Ragupathi, 
2014; Slavin, 1987; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991). Language is very important in learning as 
it not only mediates communication among learners but also is a manifestation of thoughts, ideas 
and knowledge. When meaning is properly understood and interpreted, language fulfills its role 
(Lemke, 2001; Palincsar, 1998). Its improper use leads to miscommunication and can definitely 
negatively affect learning outcomes and motivation (Slavin, 1987; Vygotsky, 1978). This makes 
it important to understand the role of language and existing cultural influences on the learning 
processes and MOOCs users’ motivation to learn.   
 Most MOOCs are in English, especially the ones offered by the popular platforms like 
Coursera and edX. Although these platforms provide the lectures in multiple languages through 
subtitles and translation facilities, English remains the predominant language required to advance 
in most courses. While courses in English increases the feeling of internationalization, 
modernization and improves learners’ experience (Coleman, 2006; Vinkea, Snippea & 
Jochemsa, 1998), it may also exclude learners who are not confident or fluent in the language 
(Altbach, 2014). The research population in focus is women who have lived in South Asia where 
English is not their native language and it is not used very much in their lives. Even if they know 
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how to speak and write English, their lack of comfort and self-confidence in the language may 
impede their learning process and motivation. Since a majority of MOOCs users are from 
countries where English is not the primary or predominant language, impact of language and 
culture on the experience, motivation, and expectations of those users are important areas to 
explore and understand.  
Some of the mentioned studies highlight that motivation has also been a driving force in 
enrolling, advancing and completing the courses. However, the above research did not focus on 
the role of context in creating the motivating factors. So is the socio-economic condition a factor 
in identifying what the motivating reasons are? Do users from a developed or developing country 
have different motivational factors that drive their self-determination? Are they believers and 
supporters of self-directed learning? This research focuses specifically on the users from South 
Asia and this provides a more in-depth understanding into the role of socio-economic status and 
cultural context in interpreting the underlying factors that drive the motivation in among female 
users. Koller, Ng, Chuong, & Zhenghao (2013) identified three types of MOOCs learners – 
passive participants (watched/read content), active participants (completers), and community 
contributors (posted in discussion forums) – and this research explored to see if the female 
learners from South Asia fall into any one, two or all of the categories or there is a need to define 
a new type of MOOCs learners. 
 Loizzo, Ertmer, Watson and Watson (2017) in their virtual ethnographic study of 
MOOCs users’ motivation concluded that MOOCs platforms need to be “responsive to learners’” 
motivations and goals by offering a variety of entry points and assessments that go beyond 
completion to measure intention and perceptions of learning success” (p. 18). Adult learners are 
found to be autonomous and choose their own learning paths. MOOCs have the flexibility that 
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allows one to practice and strengthen their autonomous learning behavior. Although research 
shows learning environments conducive to autonomous learning practices lead to better 
outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 2008), MOOCs continue to suffer from low completion rate. So to add 
to the existing research and debate on MOOCs completion, I explore to understand if completion 
could be redefined for adult learners who enroll into MOOCs with specific goals that do not 
include completion through obtaining a certificate but to achieve their desired expectation from 
the platform.  
2.7.2 Capability approach, globalization and South Asian female learners.  
2.7.2.1 Capability approach. Human development encompasses enlarging human choices 
and freedom to lead lives they value and it is anchored in the capability approach theory by 
Amartya Sen. Sen claimed that 100 million women went missing worldwide per year due to 
unequal treatment of men and women (Sen, 1989; 1990; 1992) and still today the world data 
provided by United Nations claims that there are 62 million more males than females alive in the 
world with 49.5 million surplus men in South Asia (United Nations Statistics Division, 2015). 
About 6 billion people (83 per cent) of the global population live in developing regions with 45% 
of that population in eastern and Southern Asia. This has implications for the global distribution 
of human capital and poverty. It is an approach that is respectful of each person’s struggle to 
flourish. Sen’s work on capability approach can be very significant. He paid particular attention 
to the expansion of each person’s capability, by supporting them “to lead a kind of life they value 
– and have reason to value” (Sen, 1999, p. 18). Capability in this context is the freedom to 
choose various life styles (Sen, 1999). A strong focus on the condition of women in development 
and their role as agents can be witnessed in many of Sen’s research. He forgoes the prime focus 
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on only money and commodity and widens the view by looking at other factors that could be 
determinants of individual and social development (Sen, 1985, 1993a; Sen and Williams 1982).  
Sen takes into consideration in this approach how various components of life (e.g. 
education, healthcare, nutrition, and etc.) together ensure proper societal functioning (Sen, 
1993b). Capability approach is based on the principle that all persons are an end in themselves 
and its major focus is on someone’s productive capacity primarily for his or her own sake. It is 
committed to the value of personal autonomy and freedom. This approach asserts that the 
wellbeing of a person is fundamentally dependent upon her or his ability to be an active 
participant in society. Freedom in its various forms requires people to be able to exercise their 
agencies. Sen has strongly endorsed the idea that increasing women’s agencies will cause 
betterment of all in her surrounding, especially children which will obviously lead to positive 
social change (Sen, 1999). However, there remains the question of whether only providing 
access to different resources like education or healthcare is sufficient to ensure that it will 
enhance women’s agencies in their home and society. Similarly, enrolling into MOOCs does not 
sufficiently show women empowerment. Instead, how a woman comes to choosing to enroll and 
how she uses the MOOCs experience in her life afterwards can show her active role in making 
decisions and bringing change in her own life.  
Similarly, Nussbaum also focused on each person’s capability asking the central question 
“what the individual is actually able to do or to be” (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 71). It questions the 
opportunities and liberties that are at an individual’s disposal to improve the quality of her life. 
Nussbaum’s capability approach focuses on ‘gender identity’ which mentions that women are 
very often treated as the supporter of the ends of others, rather than as ends in their own right 
(2000). A person’s subjectivity (her sense of who she is) shifts and changes, as she has new 
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experiences and encounters new discourses (Collard & Reynolds, 2005). For gaining new 
experiences and the creation of critical minds, a physical and reflective space is required where 
new ideas may be entertained and argued, and where transformational demands may occur 
outside the surveillance of those who may seek to control these changes. This theory of agency 
and identity is critical in analyzing South Asian women’s perspectives on whether MOOCs have 
influenced their life and if the choice to enroll and pursue a MOOC expresses any sense of 
independence and decision making capability in their lives.  
2.7.2.2 Globalization and scapes in MOOCs. We live in a globally imagined world and 
not in locally imagined communities (Appadurai, 1996). Appadurai’s (1996) conceptual toolkit 
of scapes can be used to examine the global society and not be limited by the boundaries of a 
local community. His five dimensions of global “scapes” are interlinked as well as separated and 
help to explain phenomena that go beyond national and community boundaries. The five scapes 
are ethnoscapes, technoscapes, financescapes, mediascapes and ideoscapes. The concepts of 
technoscapes and mediascapes helped to weave together my understanding of the context in 
which the developing country users enroll into MOOCs and contour the image of what it has to 
offer.  
Scapes are the “imagined worlds” and it comes from one’s construct of worldview based 
on their own contexts and flows they experience. Since personal experiences and contexts vary, 
there will be multiple ways of imagining the world and then there will be multiple imagined 
worlds (Appadurai, 1996). Migration, media and technologies transmit images of other lifestyles 
and places and that allows us to create imagination about self in different settings and 
environments (Appadurai, 1996). This imagination is not a fantasy but based on facts that one 
has been exposed to throughout their life through mass media and its products (newspapers, 
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magazines, films, television and etc.). Although it is based on ones imagination of what 
something is, mediascapes that people are often exposed to are agencies of imagination that fuels 
action but not dreams of escapes. Technoscapes are the global configuration of technologies that 
now quickly crosses borders and penetrates into previously impermeable areas. Appadurai 
(1996) also stated when individual imaginations became a collective imagination shared by 
groups of people, it created social realities.  
Globalization does not unite all cultures and the global scene is like a “matrix of 
possibilities” (Bauman, 1998) that gives scope for plethora of choices. The young minds of the 
present generation select and combine different aspects to create their own distinct and separate 
identities that reflect the digital age (McCarthy, Goel, Sanya, Greenhalgh-Spencer & Lin, 2017). 
MOOCs also provide learners with a matrix of possibilities for learning and gives agency to 
global learners in choosing what free materials to access and whether to continue and complete a 
MOOC. MOOCs with its flexibility and no prerequisites, accommodates the diverse needs of 
global learners. It is even making great progress in breaking the language barrier with the 
increase of subtitles in many languages to video lectures on Coursera. The MOOCs platform 
provides global connectedness through online exchange on course platforms, discussion boards, 
emails and connected learners from across the world in courses from various disciplines. This is 
a ‘technoscape’ of learning. The perceptions about a MOOCs learning environment is influenced 
by a wide range of media based images that have been created in the minds of developing 
country citizens about higher education and faculty at the reputed universities in the United 
States. MOOCs learners and providers have all come together with imaginations and 
expectations. This has created a social reality that claims to provide quality education, structured 
courses and high-quality information to the less privileged from developing countries. The 
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‘ideoscapes’ of MOOCs lies in its potential for global connectedness and opening opportunities 
to access quality education at minimal or no cost to those who otherwise would never be able to 
access it. Through data analysis, I critically interpret and identify how these South Asian women 
have approached MOOCs platforms and what has been the role of globalization in developing 
their thoughts, enrollment and participation on this platform.  
2.7.3 Affordances and online learning. Kalantzis and Cope (2015) proposed ‘seven 
affordances’ of the online learning environment, which allows for transformative, twenty-first 
century learning. This type of learning has been termed as ‘New Learning’ and when these 
affordances are accepted and nourished, it can prepare learners to be successful in the present 
world dominated by digital information flows and online tools that are infused into the 
professional, academic and even personal life. The seven affordances are ubiquitous learning, 
active knowledge making, multimodal learning, recursive feedback, collaborative learning, 
metacognition and differentiated learning. These affordances as concepts have existed in the past 
although they were more difficult to measure. Now with technology mediated tools, it is possible 
to incorporate these factors into the understanding that takes place in the realm of online 
education. The affordances when recognized and properly nurtured, they prepare successful 
learners for the extremely technology savvy generation and digital information based society. 
Although all the affordances are relevant to online learning, ubiquitous learning, active 
knowledge making and differentiated learning seems to be most likely relevant to the 






Figure 2.2: The seven affordances  
 
Technology does not necessarily change education although that is sometimes assumed to 
do so in today’s digital age. If education shifts from didactic to a flipped classroom or a MOOCs 
structure, it does not necessarily imply that knowledge consumption or reproduction of 
knowledge is any different. The classroom setting and teaching pattern may be different but it is 
unlikely to change the nature of education. Previously, learning occurred from textbooks but now 
it has expanded to online platforms, e-books, podcasts and multiple other sources that require the 
use of technology. In traditional formats, knowledge distribution was one to many with the 
teacher giving information and students receiving it. With technology, learning has become 
multi-dimensional with many to many interactions and exchanges. There underlies a 
technological change that can be named as “ubiquitous computing” (Twidale, 2009). However, 
the technolgoies do not directly produce change but they offer the affordances. A technology can 
be incorporated for both positive and negative impact and how it will effect the learning process 
depends on which way it is included. A situational example can be given here. In a classroom 
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with digital devices, if an intstructor asks questions with expectations of answers in the format of 
a didactic learning environment, the technological devices will be of limited use. On the 
contrary, if the question is broad with ample opportunity for students to search, collaborate and 
develop a response by using their technologies, they can then bring together pieces and combine 
it to visualize a big picture that is informative, collaborative and ubiquitous. In a campus-
classroom the size has to be limited to the classroom limit. Most classes have a max of 25-30 
students with some general education courses being capped at a few hunndred. On the contrary, 
MOOC classrooms are mostly uncapped and can have thousands of students. Variation in class 
size does not negatively affect the ubiquitous learning environment since this form of learning 
can happen in any setting, any environment and with or without the use of technology. However, 
MOOCs platforms may increase the posssibility of this with the diverse population that form a 
cohort through enrollment into a selected course. 
Active knowledge making is another affordance discussed by Kalantzis and Cope (2015) 
that can be positively reinforced, increased and encouraged through use of technology mediated 
learning environment. Active knowledge making as a concept for improved learning 
environment has existed in the works of Vygotsky and Dewey but Kalantzis and Cope (2015) 
connects it to the multiple ways technology mediated learning environments increase the 
possibility for such activities. Historically, students are expected to be knowledge consumers 
rather than knowledge producers and comply to the didactic teaching expectations of epistemic 
authority. However, modified learning environments like online learning create more 
opportunities for learners to have agency in their learning. Although agencies have existed 
throughout the educational transformations over the decades, technology allows multiple 
agencies to be simultanously present and nurtured. In a MOOCs classroom, students enroll from 
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a diverse background with even more diverse needs and expectations from a MOOC. These 
enrollees may be able to use MOOCs as a knowledge resource and incorporate that information 
into their existing context. This enables them to become creators of information and gain 
ownership of their work. Learners no longer remain only the receivers but become a producer or 
a creator of knowledge.  
The literature review for this research provides an overview of current research on 
MOOCs in general and in the context of developing country MOOCs users. Since there is no 
MOOCs research focused on South Asian women, the literature review expanded the boundary 
to include some studies on South Asian women’s use of Internet and technology to provide a 
vague but solid starting point to understand the use of technology and online resources by 
women in developing countries. I took the grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 
and allowed my theoretical framework to evolve, expand and generate as my data emerged and 
research progressed. As Lincoln and Guba (1985) very precisely said,  
the units of data upon which the grounded theory is ultimately based may emerge because 
of the investigator’s implicit apprehension of their importance rather than because a 
specific theoretical formulation brought them into focus. (p. 208)  
The theoretical framework is outlined to provide an understanding of the primary theories 
that became the focus of this research. These theories are further connected and expanded upon 
in the analysis and conclusion sections. The next chapter discusses the methods implemented in 
this study and the process of advancing through the data collection phase. It also provides an 





CHAPTER 3: METHODS: INTEGRATED COMBINATION OF DATA SOURCES 
 
This study was designed to examine South Asian adult female learners’ perceptions of 
and experiences in MOOCs. Along with that it explored how e-learning has impacted their life, 
their opinions of the platform, and what possible steps could increase number of online learners 
from South Asia. The last chapter presented an array of research findings on MOOCs and their 
users from developing countries. This chapter explains extensively my research methodology 
and how it relates to my theoretical framework. This research project consisted of three distinct 
phases: a multi-variable analysis of MOOCs survey data collected by Coursera and UIUC, in-
depth interviews with 7 South Asian female UIUC MOOCs learners, and the exploration of 
clickstream data of one UIUC MOOC to visualize South Asian learners’ activities on the course 
site. In the first phase, survey data was explored to not only investigate the demographics of the 
South Asian MOOCs user population but also to understand South Asian users’ overall 
expectations and experience from this platform irrespective of gender. In the second phase, 7 
women from Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka were interviewed via Skype, Facebook 
Messenger and Whatsapp audio calls. The purpose of these interviews were to get a more 
detailed understanding of their MOOCs learning experience, whether it has impacted their lives 
in any significant manner, and to explore their opinion of this e-learning platform. The 
interviews also explored their reason for enrolling in MOOCs and what they identified as 
influencing factors in continuing, finishing or dropping out of a MOOC. The third phase was a 
quick exploration of clickstream data for a UIUC MOOC to observe and understand the South 
Asian learners click pattern on that specific course site and compare it to all users of the course. 
This was administered to observe how these South Asian learners used the different components 
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on a MOOCs platform, interpret the patterns in exploring the different components in the course 
(discussion board, quizzes, lecture videos, reading materials, etc.) and connect and cross-
reference it to the comments in the interviews about their use of course materials and MOOCs 
platform. By using multiple sources of data, I was able to include a multi-layer perspective and 
interpretation of South Asian female learners’ perception of their MOOCS expectations, 
experiences of learning online, activities on the platform, and any influence of newly acquired 
knowledge on their life, and beyond.  
This chapter is divided into five sections: the first section examines my research project 
and the participants; the second describes the purpose and process of accessing survey data; the 
third discusses the steps in collecting interview data and the modeling of the clickstream data; 
the fourth section explains the reasoning for combining multiple sources of data and methods and 
difficulties that were overcome; the last section examines the trustworthiness of the research and 
the limitations and complications at various phases of data collection. 
3.1 Research Design 
 This study was qualitative in nature with a small but significant quantitative component. 
The qualitative methods included virtual ethnography (Hine, 2000) and in-depth interviews. I 
have used the term virtual ethnography to define this research because (1) MOOCs is an online 
platform; (2) the users are online learners; (3) it explores their online experiences; (4) the data is 
collected through online means with no face-to-face interaction; and (5) all sources of data in this 
study were gathered through Internet and/or online activities. Although the research had a visibly 
stronger focus on the qualitative data, the quantitative component grounds the study and 
provided an overall understanding of the UIUC MOOCs South Asian user population. The first 
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step of data collection was a virtual auto-ethnographic33 approach where I, as a participant 
observer informant, observed how MOOCs environment functions from an adult female South 
Asian learner perspective and continuously reflected on the experience as I moved forward in 
data collection. This reflection played a defining role in the interviews, as I was able to ask 
critical questions about the platform and their (learners) use of it. This would have been 
impossible without my personal experiences as a MOOCs user.  
The study was an intensive qualitative research that solely used digital tools for data 
collection. It was intense because it used 3 sources of data and all data was triangulated at the 
time of data collection and analysis. Data collection phase can be divided into three stages where 
the first stage was a quantitative analysis of existing meta-data from surveys completed by the 
UIUC MOOCs South Asian users who had enrolled in session-based MOOCs from its inception 
in 2012 to 2016. After preliminary survey data exploration, I identified 11 women from South 
Asia for in-depth interviews. These women were identified from the learners who completed the 
UIUC surveys. The process was partially random but the final selection of 11 interviewees was 
selective and based on specific criteria. The selection process is discussed in more details in 
section 3.5.2.2. Considering the scope of this research and the time limitations, 7 of the 
interviews were analyzed for the study. This was the most time-consuming phase of data 
collection but also the core of this qualitative study. The final phase of data collection was 
exploration of the clickstream log data for 3 UIUC MOOCs. In this phase, I explored the 
clickstream data of each of the courses and identified what kind of pattern exists in the user 
action on the course platform. Finally, I selected clickstream data for one course which had the 
                                                
33Auto-ethnography is a qualitative research approach where the researcher retroactively and 
selectively writes about past experiences to describe and systematically examine their personal 
experiences in order to better understand cultural experiences (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011). 
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highest number of learners from South Asia as a an example to present in this study. Exploration 
of clickstream data component was added only to look at the MOOC activities from a different 
angle – to see whether there are any similarities or differences among what the interviewees 
shared about their action on the platform and how most of the South Asians participated on the 
platform. There was data triangulation as each phase of data collection informed the next and 
data findings were triangulated from the three sources of data. Along with that my personal 
experience as participant observation informant also influenced the data collection process and 
analysis. This provided a more thorough understanding of findings that led to a detailed 
exploration and analysis that was rich, robust, comprehensive and organized.  
3.1.1 Internet-based research and virtual ethnography. This research implemented 
methods from Internet-based research (IBR)34 and virtual ethnography (Hine, 2000). Broad and 
Joos (2004) used the term “online inquiry” to describe their qualitative studies of online 
communities and I used online inquiry method of virtual ethnography to develop a thick 
description of South Asian female learners’ MOOCs experiences. IBR consists of collecting and 
analyzing data with the assistance of online resources. The survey and clickstream data were 
collected from sources that originally collected the data via online tools and sources. The 
communications leading up to the interviews was through emails and the interviews were via 
Internet audio calls and chat. This phase of data collection was more within the realm of online 
inquiry where I put into practice qualitative methods using Internet-based tools (e.g. online 
interviewing, emailing, online chats and recorded audio conversations via apps).  
I used virtual ethnography in a modified form in my research. Hine (2000) defined virtual 
                                                
34 Internet-based research (IBR) refers to any research method that uses Internet for data 
collection purpose (Krantz, 2010). Use of the Web, e-mail, social media and all forms of online 
communication tools are included in this. 
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ethnography as a method that can “be used to develop an enriched sense of the meanings of the 
technology and cultures which enable it [the Internet] and are enabled by it” (p. 8). I used virtual 
ethnography of IBR methods to interact with MOOCs users online via email, recorded online 
audio interviews and chat conversations. I analyzed the online interview recordings by using 
open and detailed qualitative coding of online interview transcripts. Along with that I discussed 
my own observation of the Coursera platform as a user and questioned their comments on 
experiences with the platform in light of my own personal experience. Hine (2004) aptly stated, 
virtual ethnography is adaptive ethnography that mediates itself to the conditions in which it 
occurs and this was true in my data collection experience too.  
The boundaries of ethnographic research requiring long-term immersion in physical place 
has evolved and the expansion to the inclusion of virtual space is constantly explored and 
interrogated. Virtual ethnography emphasizes on recurrent engagement more than long-term 
immersion. Recurrent engagement adds a reflexive aspect through multiple visits to the online 
space, observing the space from different aspects and taking notes to discuss with participants 
who are interviewed through online tools about their online experiences and identities. 
Representation may or may not be objective realities as they are interpreted in relevance to 
research questions and assumed honest responses of respondents. Virtual ethnography is of, in 
and through the Internet. As a researcher I immersed myself into it, did the interviews through it 
and talked to the interviewees about their experiences on it. Since virtual ethnography mediates 
to the condition in which it is implemented, it is also adaptive ethnography (Hine, 2004).  
3.1.2 Digital data-capture. Apart from survey data and coded interview data, a two-layer 
hidden Markov model (TL-HMM) was administered on clickstream data of the South Asian 
users of UIUC MOOCs. TL-HMM model can discover latent student behavior patterns via 
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unsupervised learning on large collections of student behavior observation sequences (Geigle & 
Zhai, 2017). Geigle and Zhai (2017) found a variety of interesting and interpretable student 
behavior when experimenting with the model on a MOOCs data set on Coursera. TL-HMM can 
discover patterns for prediction of learning outcomes. This method is unsupervised, can be 
applied to any MOOCs data, and for this I implemented it on UIUC MOOCs South Asian users’ 
data for a specific MOOC as an example of learners activities in different sections and the 
transitions that occur between the sections. 
This is a probabilistic generative model to model the student activities as recorded in a 
MOOC’s clickstream log. According to Geigle and Zhai (2017) it is possible to  
estimate the parameter values of the probabilistic model by fitting the model to a specific 
MOOC’s log data set. The estimated parameter values could then be treated as the latent 
“knowledge” discovered from the data. Because such a generative model attempts to fit 
all the data, it enables us to discover interesting patterns that can explain the overall 
behavior of a student or the common behavior patterns shared by many students. (p. 3) 
With this model, it was possible to see MOOCs users transition through different tasks or 
activities on the course platform. It provides an idea about which aspects of the MOOCs platform 
was most accessed as well as which were less popular. With this interpretation, I was able to 
identify behavior patterns in South Asian MOOCs users and interpret it in light of interview 
comments on platform activities. This added a layer of information to the data from surveys and 
interviews about their use of the platform as clickstream data is automated. It added to the online 
learners interpretation of their experience on the platform with their own and other South Asian 
learners exploration and use of the platform. Moreover, when exploring individual MOOCs 
learners online activity patterns through this model, it is possible to bring out the lurkers who 
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after initial enrollment and participation, do not return to this space to continue. The visibility of 
lurkers in the MOOCs log enables a richer reporting of events (Leander & McKim, 2003). 
Although active participants are often the focus of online research, lurkers are equally important 
to identify and explore where possible since they make up a significantly large population of 
MOOCs users. Moreover, the absence of lurkers in a study implies virtual community as a 
coherent bounded entity, which it certainly is not (Hine, 2000). Although this study does not 
focus on or address the lurkers on MOOCs, it does acknowledge that they do exist in large 
numbers on MOOCs and can be a future research focus that utilizes individual MOOC learners 
clickstream log data for analysis. 
3.2 Virtual Platform in Focus  
My research agenda was to explore South Asian women’s MOOCs experience and for 
this a MOOCs platform that has very high enrollment and provides access to courses offered by 
prominent well-known universities was required. Thus, I selected the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) session-based MOOCs offered during 2012 – 2016. These courses 
were through the Coursera35 platform. In the first phase of analyzing survey data and identifying 
respondents, I included all courses to have a larger population from South Asia who answered 
the survey data. This incorporated a wider learner population from Coursera, which provided a 
more informed quantitative analysis of the survey data. The courses were from diverse fields and 
varied from introductory to advance learning materials. All of these courses, its materials, and 
quizzes were free and accessible to all enrolled. Learners also had the option to receive a 
‘Statement of Accomplishment’ upon finishing the required course assignments, quizzes, 
reviews and activities. The option for a certificate was also available for a nominal charge.  
                                                
35 Coursera website: https://www.coursera.org  
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UIUC is a recognized highly ranked state university in the United States that partnered 
with Coursera - an established and very popular (based on high user population) MOOCs 
platform – in 2012 and began to provide a range of session-based MOOCs. Coursera currently 
has more than 35 million learners, more than 2,500 courses, 250 specializations, 4 degree 
programs and 150 university partners36. UIUC has been working with Coursera since its very 
beginning stages and the courses offered on the platform have evolved as per the requirements of 
Coursera. Coursera and UIUC both collect data from learners through course surveys and 
clickstream log on their courses from the very beginning. This meta-data is a great resource for 
any research and can provide a multi-dimensional understanding of the user population from the 
beginning of MOOCs’ era. UIUC and Coursera together provided a setting that potentially made 
this research more informative, meaningful and relevant not only in the domain of online 
learning but also among institutions and organizations who collaborate with different MOOCs 
platforms with goals to provide access to knowledge to the less privileged.  
3.3 Researcher as Informant  
As the researcher, I served as the informant by enrolling into two UIUC Coursera 
MOOCs. This in no way represents all courses that my study population enrolled in but my 
intention was to experience the platform first hand and understand the different teaching and 
learning components on a MOOC. Also, when I enrolled the courses were no longer session-
based but self-paced a.k.a. on-demand. The session-based and self-paced courses have similar 
flexibility but the biggest difference is the community. In a session-based course, users were part 
of a smaller (although it could be in thousands) cohort working on the same schedule. This 
provided them with a common group of learners to share ideas, questions and comments in 
                                                
36 Coursera website: https://about.coursera.org/  
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relevance to course materials on discussion boards. There were suggested due dates in session-
based courses, but no penalties for missing a due date. In on-demand if one falls too far behind, 
s/he can join a later session with their existing work still valid and get connected to a new cohort 
of learners.  
My experience as an informant was intended to inform the next steps of the study. I 
analyzed my own experiences on the platform through qualitative coding. My experiences and 
observations informed my interview protocol and subsequent interview sessions with South 
Asian female learners of MOOCs. As the informant, I enrolled in the Introduction to 
Sustainability and E-learning Ecologies courses and my demographic characteristics was similar 
to the informants I targeted in this study. I am a South Asian female learner who was mostly 
educated in South Asia and would have been interested to enroll in a free course offered by a 
reputed US university in an education or development related area. I aimed to explore all of the 
MOOCs assignments and activities outlined in the syllabus for the courses. However, like many 
MOOCs learners, I was not able to continue till the end of the course in the first try. I found my 
everyday involvement as a graduate student along with work commitments and childcare to 
highly impact my MOOCs motivation and participation. I took detailed note of this and went on 
to enroll in the next session of the same course and made it a priority to stick through for the 
whole course. My self-motivation was heightened by my need to complete this phase in order to 
move on the next phase of data collection. To cultivate reflexivity, I took field notes including 
observations, time spent working on the MOOC, and experiences of navigating the platform. I 
logged into the MOOCs three to four times each week for 35 minutes to one hour each visit. I 
took notes while signed in and at the end of each session. My experience provided insights into 
different dimensions of MOOCs platforms, course requirements, and assisted to revise interview 
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questions with necessary follow-up questions to ensure maximum information was collected 
during the interviews.  
Reflexivity is an important component of online inquiry and virtual ethnography (Hine, 
2000). According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), “Reflexivity is the process of reflecting 
critically on the self as researcher, the ‘human instrument’” (p.115). As a researcher, I bring my 
own perspective and standpoint and it can influence my account of the setting. In online inquiry, 
reflexivity can help make sense of the asynchronous interactions and experiences that occur in 
online communities and interpretation at a later stage. To become reflexive, I took into account 
my own views, experiences, and relationships and also how my existing perceptions influenced 
data collection and analysis. Maintaining record of researcher’s feelings and experiences 
throughout the research process can demonstrate reflexivity (Yin, 2010). The process of making 
data is part of those data (Rose, 2012) and for this reason I focused on taking fieldnotes while 
exploring the MOOCs platform and during interviews to be able to connect them at the time of 
categorizing data and its analysis.  
3.4 Adult Learners MOOCs Experiences  
3.4.1 Setting. In online contexts for research, the concepts of “field” and “participant” 
become problematized (Greenhow, 2011). An online site is not regarded as a fixed entity, or as a 
meaningless and functionless space. Participants learn the uses of and give meaning to content 
within an online space. The common online space that connects all the interviewees is the 
Coursera platform however the experiences on it vary depending on the course they took, their 
use of the platform and their interest in the course materials. Another space of setting is where 
the interviews took place. This was varied based on the preference, user-comfort, and mutual 
access to the Internet based applications for instant voice/video communication service. The 
90 
 
applications that were used in this study were Facebook Messenger, Skype and Whatsapp. 
Facebook Messenger is part of the Facebook social network but it is specifically used for 
communication. Skype and Whatsapp are both instant voice communication services. The 
meaning of a space emerges through the ways in which individuals use it (Fay, 2007; Hine, 
2000). These online communication platforms were used to introduce myself as the researcher, 
create an understanding of the research objective, and develop a comfortable level of interaction 
for in-depth open-ended interviews with the selected female learners from South Asia. 
3.4.2 Informants.  
3.4.2.1 Informants in surveys. The informants of this research came from two different 
sources. For the quantitative analysis and to answer the first research question, informants were 
selected from the existing survey data of UIUC Coursera courses between 2012 to 2016. The 
identity of the respondents in the survey was hidden as it was provided with auto-generated ID 
numbers but I was given access to South Asian user data based on their IP address during 
enrollment. Some of the demographic variables for the quantitative analysis were sex, country, 
age, and education background. Other variables that were also analyzed are reasons for 
enrollment, experience on the platform, English language skills, and employment status. 
Informants for the qualitative data were users who agreed to participate in an interview for the 
study and they were identified from this South Asian female survey data participants. The 
preliminary research proposal and Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (Appendix A) was 
shared with Center for Innovation Teaching and Learning (CITL) researchers at UIUC and with 
their assistance I was able to identify potential interview informants and through successful 
interviews, I had my final 11 informants.  
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3.4.2.2 Interview Informants. Eleven women were interviewed and they were selected 
through a strategic process. They were selected from a two-step process. CITL researchers at 
UIUC work with Coursera and manage the UIUC MOOCs data. To access any survey data, 
CITL assists in retrieving requested data from the larger data set. For my research, they 
identified female users from each country (Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) and sent 
them the introductory email requesting to participate in the study. I wrote the introductory email 
and it included a detailed explanation of what the research is about and why the recipient would 
be an ideal participant for interviewing. These women were selected purposively on the basis of 
country and gender but randomly from a pool of IDs with specified characteristics. I was not able 
to personally choose the interviewees or contact any of the users until they agreed to participate 
in the study. Coursera’s extremely strict privacy policy only allowed the UIUC CITL 
administrative staff to directly email users requesting to participate in the research. Upon my 
request, CITL followed up with a reminder email 4 weeks later hoping to draw attention to those 
who may have missed or forgotten to respond. Thirty-five women responded positively and 
showed interest to participate in the research. Once the users agreed to participate and I had 
direct contact with them via emails, I requested a digital signature on the consent form prior to 
participating in the research. This form explained the study in a layman’s language so that it was 
easy to understand. In that email, I also requested some basic demographic data to see the 
diversity in respondents. After two weeks I followed up with a reminder email resending the 
consent and demographic data request. Twenty-two out of 35 responded to my email and wanted 
to do the interviews via Facebook Messenger, Skype, or Whatsapp. I emailed each user and we 
set up a time to do the interview. I arranged this on the basis of country, age, and education to 
ensure maximum diversity in the interviewees. In the four South Asian countries, India had the 
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highest enrollment in general and also among women users. Under this circumstance, more 
women from India were interviewed. Although the initial plan for the study was for 15 
interviews, the number of interviews changed during data collection. The target sample size 
decreased to 11 to maintain the quality and quantity of collected data. Data also became 
repetitive, saturated and provided limited new findings after the eighth interview. By repetitive, I 
mean that the responses seemed to match with something a previous interviewee said to a similar 
question or did not add anything new and interesting to what I had already heard from the other 
informants. There is much debate about ‘saturation’ for purposive sampling as it is often 
abstractly defined in literature as the point at which new data tends to repeat findings from 
previous data (Guest, Bunce & Johnson, 2006). Also, multiple interviews required follow-up 
interview session to discuss specific themes that emerged from the first interview. A few 
interviews were followed up with a clarification email for some of the information that was 
provided. Although thick description (Geertz, 1973) is the heart of qualitative research, I have 
decided to go for thin description (Jackson, 2013) in some aspects with hope to bring together 
more findings that are relevant and significant to the research. When transcribed data was 
building an interesting discussion and a reliable pattern was established, I moved onto the next 
step of writing up the findings and triangulating with the secondary survey data for the purpose 
of combining and contradicting the findings from quantitative and qualitative data. This stage 
also explored what findings are or not similar to the broader South Asian MOOCs users in 
comparison to what was shared in the interviews. Although there was scope for more interviews, 
it did not seem necessary for the writing or analysis of this research project. Along with that, 
even though I completed 11 in-depth interviews I only incorporated 7 of them in this study to 
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stay within the realm of what is possible in the given time and space for the completion of this 
dissertation. 
I identified 2 key informants during the interviews and follow-up chats and emails. Key 
informants are they who are particularly helpful and generous during the data collection phase 
and eager to help navigate an unfamiliar culture (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce &Taylor, 2012). 
Since this study focused on people from multiple South Asian countries, key informants were 
valuable in helping to define, explain and understand the context, culture and social environment 
of their respective countries. Although books, newspapers and Internet search can provide us 
with valuable information and answer some if not many of our questions, having an informant in 
the setting giving their anecdotal views added an important dimension to existing findings. 
However, since all communication was online, it was difficult to identify informants only based 
on conversations via Skype or other means of online communication. In general, a problem in 
identifying key informants is that they have to emerge on their own and cannot be assigned by 
the researcher. So the emergence of these key informants added richer contextualization to the 
interview data. Although a less pertinent goal of the interviews was to develop a trusting 
relationship with informants for future studies, that also was established with a few of the 
interviewees as they were very eager to stay involved in the research process and showed keen 
interest to know the final analysis of this study. They also expressed interest to introduce me to 
other MOOCs users from their communities for research purpose and that showed their comfort 
as respondents and faith in me as a researcher.  
Although, when developing the proposal for this study, the plan was to explore the 
clickstream data for each interviewee. This was not possible as the log data was anonymized and 
cannot be connected back to any specific user. So instead of looking at specific users’, 
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clickstream data, clickstream data was analyzed for the overall South Asian user population in 
one UIUC MOOCs and this was possible by grouping them on the basis of IP address.   
3.5 Data Collection 
After the users agreed to participate in the research, I emailed them with a few questions 
to understand who these interested participants were and to purposively select the most diverse 
age group. I also wanted to ensure that interviews included users from all four countries and with 
different levels of educational background. Below are the questions they received in the first 
email along with the consent form for digital permission.   
• Which country and city are you from?  
• What is your age? 
• Which course/s did you take in MOOCs and when? 
• Did you complete any MOOC?  
o If not, how long did you continue? 
• What is your educational background? 
• Are you currently a student/professional/housewife/in the job market/ other?  
 
Along with my personal MOOCs experience, three sources of data were used in this 
research and they were from surveys, interviews and clickstream log file. The following table 








Table 3.1 Data Collection Sources 
Source Data Collection Data Research Question 






MOOCs/CITL  • Clickstream 
data 








• Field notes 
 
















RQ 1, 2 and 3  
 
3.5.1 Including multiple methods. The use of multiple research methods made it 
possible to explore the research questions from different perspectives (self-motivation, active 
knowledge making, ubiquitous learning, transformative learning, etc.) and angles. Since this 
research was on an online platform and conducted through online tools, it was important to 
ensure maximum relevant data is gathered to put forward a story that is strongly supported by 
data. The use of more than one method of data collection provided layers of information that 
were necessary for triangulation and refinement of collected data. Triangulation occurred as each 
step of data collection influenced the next. Data was also triangulated through the analysis of 
data from each source independently and then comparing and connecting the findings from 
different sources with each other to create a more informed understanding of the South Asian 
female user population. My own experience of navigating the platform also played its role in 
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finalizing interview protocol and interpreting learners’ opinions regarding MOOCs platform. 
Finally, the inclusion of clickstream log data analysis for a MOOC provided another access point 
to the participants’ experiences on MOOCs by showing an example of the activities by the 
learners from South Asia. Through this process, this research provides survey responses to 
learner experiences on MOOCs, individual informants’ detailed description of experience, and 
clickstream log data that represent the activities of the learners in that specific course. The 
inclusion of multiple methods of data gathering and analysis provided depth and trustworthiness 
to the data (Olesen, 2000), and led to the crystallization of themes by reconsidering them from 
different perspectives (Richardson, 1994).  
3.6 Data Analysis  
 Data analysis was completed via multiple phases that were independent but finally 
converged to bring together all the findings. Although survey data was accessed and briefly 
analyzed first to identify the female user population from South Asia, I tackled the interview data 
as the first step towards findings and analysis. Initial processing and analysis of interview data 
was followed by statistical analysis of the survey data. The data from these two sources were 
analyzed together to identify if interviews brought in similar answers to what was said by the 
majority in the survey data. Following this phase was the exploration of the clickstream data and 
identifying a single course to focus on to provide as an example of the log data findings. The 
final phase of analysis compared the findings from different sources to find the overlaps, 
differences, and to develop a cumulative story. Below is a description of each phase of data 
analysis.  
3.6.1 Phase 1. Interviews were held over a period of two months to accommodate the 
informants schedule, my schedule, and our time difference from living in different time zones. 
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Most interviews were completed in two sessions and only 3 required more than two interviews. 
All interviews were audio recorded and after completing each interview session, the interview 
was transcribed immediately to ensure maximum data, context, and correctly written down 
observations and interpretations to minimize any loss of data due to time lapse. Findings were 
analyzed in multiple phases so that subsequent interviews and analyses were building on the 
previous phase. Emergent findings from beginning and intermediate stages of data collection 
provided opportunity for revising prompt questions in interviews and reframing the research 
focus. As a first step towards data collection, a pilot interview with the draft of interview 
protocol was conducted with a MOOCs user. She lived in Bangladesh and was a MPhil student. 
She had enrolled into two courses on Coursera but did not complete either. Based on the pilot 
interview and its analysis, I revised the interview questionnaire and added more prompt 
questions that I identified as better prompts for an online audio interview. During this pilot 
interview, I was able to pick up on some of the nuances in the interview that came from her 
responses and caused me to divert from my interview protocol and ask impromptu questions to 
go into further details on. I included new questions to ensure that such data is not missed in the 
interviews. I also broke down the prompt questions further, took out some jargon and removed 
questions that did not lead to a discussion. Following the pilot interview, I created a field note 
observation criterion as a checklist to take visual and analytical notes in all interviews.  
I took field notes during interviews and immediately after completing the interview 
sessions went through and added further information to make sure maximum data was stored. 
This was compared, contrasted and referred to when interpreting transcribed interviews. This 
was an important task after each interview because there was information in field notes that were 
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relevant to understanding the context and picking up on tonal emotions that may have been 
missed in transcribed interviews.  
The interview transcriptions and field notes were coded using open, focused, and axial 
coding techniques for emerging patterns (Saldana, 2009). Miles, Huberman, & Saldana (2013) 
recommended methods for descriptive analysis were also used to develop a conceptual map 
representing informants’ expectations, experience, learning opportunities on the platform, and 
perceptions about the future of MOOCs platforms in their country. After coding, I developed co-
constructed narratives by taking their transcribed interviews, selecting sections that will be 
presented in this research and emailing the informants to see if they agree or would like me to 
rephrase anything. Sharing raw information with informants gave them opportunity to provide 
input and increased the accuracy of the study (Yin, 2010). I also gave them the scope to make 
any additions or deletions that they felt would make the text most representative of their thoughts 
and opinions. After this I divided the codes as per research questions and organized the 
informant responses to compare and contrast their views.  
3.6.2 Phase 2. As the interview data was coded and clustered into themes, survey data 
was collected from CITL to explore the quantifiable information. I also investigated the survey 
data both independently and in context of interview data and clickstream data. CITL extracted 
the requested data from the larger Coursera data set. I reviewed all pre and post-survey 
questionnaires for UIUC MOOCs to identify which variables would be most relevant to this 
study and requested for that data to be pulled for only the South Asian users. The survey 
questions that were selected are attached in Appendix B. This data was explored and multi-
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variable analysis was completed. All statistical analysis was completed with R37 and Microsoft 
Excel.  
3.6.3 Phase 3. During the survey data analysis, I approached CITL for clickstream data 
but was informed that it is not possible to connect any single user to their click data from the log. 
Clickstream data is anonymized when accessed for analysis. Since the only way to differentiate 
learners was on the basis of course and country of enrollment, I chose to explore 2 of the 
courses’ clickstream data for South Asian learners. TL-HMM model analyzed the informants’ 
behaviors on MOOCs on the basis of the log data. Exploration of log data represented their use 
of the platform, where they were likely to spend most time and what sections they accessed more 
than others. The TL-HMM model represented the user activities best when there are larger 
number of users and based on that Introduction to Sustainability course log data was analyzed 
and incorporated as an example of learner behavior patterns on the platform in the findings of 
this study.  
3.7 Presenting the Research 
In order to illustrate the experiences and expectations in the 7 women who were part of 
this research project, I analyzed it through their own narratives. I coded their interviews and 
developed themes that represent multiple codes. In each theme, I included the most descriptive 
and interesting vignettes to illustrate some of the thoughts and ideas that appeared in each 
interview or field notes. Every theme did not include every informant responses as not all 
expressed the same concerns or details in all answers. I presented their descriptions in the form 
of direct quotes but reorganized and sometimes edited to make their ideas flow. I consciously 
                                                
37 R is a free software environment and language for statistical computing and graphics. It can be 




tried not to change their words, however, it was necessary to remove repetitive pieces and 
reorganize some information to make it clearer and fluid for the reader. These direct quotes or 
short narrative vignettes are in chapter 4 of this dissertation as part of the findings. They have 
been grouped under subheadings like learners’ perceived benefits, instructors competency, value 
of MOOCs, and etc.  
 I included my own narrative (Blakey, 2003) vignette of online learning experience based 
on my observations as a MOOCs user. From a poststructuralist perspective, this layering of text 
will help readers to create their own understanding and interpretations as they explore these 
various kinds of texts. This research represents the experiences and thoughts of these particular 
South Asian women but to truly understand the women and their diverse stories, their voices 
need to be heard – this is possible through these vignettes and verbatim quotes. Together, these 
different types of texts will allow readers to situate the research and the researcher (Richardson 
& St. Pierre, 2005), reflect on their own experiences and create their own analysis and response. 
3.8 Rigor and Trustworthiness Issues 
Validity in qualitative research is hard to define but Schwandt (1997) defined it as “how 
accurately the account represents participants’ realities of the social phenomena and is credible 
to them” (as cited in Creswell & Miller, 2000, pp. 124–125). Creswell and Miller (2000) 
identified researcher reflexivity, collaboration, and peer debriefing as validity procedures within 
the critical paradigm. The validity procedures were maintained through reflexive field notes, 
collaborative discussion with informants on emerging data patterns, incorporating their inputs 
from stage to stage, and debriefing people external to the study with a copy of this study. I also 
worked with two colleagues, external to this study, to validate my interview and field note codes, 
survey analysis, and clickstream data interpretation. The results are described, interpreted and 
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supported in Chapter 4, using ‘thick description’ (Denzin, 1989), which provides rich details and 
examples from informant interviews, observations, and field notes. 
Trustworthiness is crucial to establish a traditional ethnography as empirical. 
Trustworthiness is a combination of credibility, transferability and dependability. Credibility or 
validity is identified by adequate time in the field, persistent observation, peer debriefing, 
including negative examples or cases, and member checks. Transferability includes thick, rich 
description that provides deep insights that lead to possible future research. Finally dependability 
includes clear methods of triangulation, reliable approach and work that build on past research or 
a step-wise replication (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Heath & Street, 2008; Purcell-Gates, 2011). This 
study is by no means a traditional ethnography. Rather it is a combination of virtual ethnography, 
online inquiry and IBR. However, it still incorporates persistent observations (both by the 
researcher as a participant in MOOCs and as a researcher during interviews), peer debriefing, a 
combination of thick and thin description, and clearly explained stages of triangulation in data 
collection and analysis. Through the incorporation of these techniques, this study has maintained 
its credibility and dependability.  
3.9 Limitations  
This study is not without its limitations. One of the limitations for this research is that 
although it is a qualitative study, it is significantly different from mainstream qualitative 
research. Data collection and processing of online interviews and data is still a new phenomenon. 
It is an alternative method to the traditional immersive data collection processes that 
ethnographies and qualitative studies require. Research within the online context is limited in the 
domain of qualitative study. This research can potentially provide a better understanding of the 
barriers and difficulties in IBR. Since the measures taken to overcome them are shared, this 
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methods section of the dissertation will be beneficial in advancing the IBR. As all forms of 
learning is shifting heavily to online environments, more research will increasingly focus on the 
online community and its users. Although quantitative research is more prevalent in the domain 
of e-learning studies, the methods used in this research can be a point of reference for researchers 
planning qualitative online research in the future.  
There is no significant research on the user population from developing countries on 
mainstream MOOCs platforms and that created both the need to conduct a study but also 
difficulty in understanding the research setting. I found limited qualitative research on online 
learning platforms and this was another limitation in this research. As a first-time Internet-based 
researcher, I faced barriers in data collection and analysis phases but with time, patience and 
multiple interpretations of the data I was able to overcome the challenges.  
Although my observations as a MOOCs user may have influenced my interpretation in 
the research, that did not create bias. Rather it added a layer of textual data that better explained 
the South Asian women users experiences of using MOOCs platforms. Understanding and 
interpreting online identity construction and portrayals can be difficult and problematic 
(Greenhow, 2011). Even though all forms of interaction are ethnographically valid, online 
identity presentation can impact data collection and analysis, as there is limited to no in-person 
or bounded interaction. Although there is no proven way to ensure that true and authentic data is 
collected through online interviews, multi-level data collection, collaboration with informants 
and the detailed field notes were steps to minimize the gaps and discrepancies.    
Finally, I admit that I was ambitious in wanting to do this study with 11 informants. After 
data collection and during data analysis, I took a step back and reassessed the scope and 
possibility of this research. It was then that I decided to focus on 7 informants instead of 11. This 
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does not hamper the quality of the study as the purposively selected 7 informants provided 
detailed description of their MOOCs experiences and thoughtful explanations to their answers 
when probed further in multiple interview sessions.  
This chapter explained in detail the methods and processes that were implemented in the 
data collection for this study. Importance was given to explain the process of data collection to 
the best possible details since it is an unique study that incorporates three sources of data to 
better explain the 7 South Asian learners experiences on the MOOCs platform and how it has 
influenced or impacted their lives afterwards. The next chapter is a detailed write-up of the 
findings in this study. It not only includes my vignette as a MOOCs user with a researcher eye 
but also goes on to present the survey data with charts for clearer visual presentation. Most of 
chapter 4 is the verbatim quotes of the seven informants clustered into broader themes for better 
analysis and clarity. It also includes the presentation of the clickstream data findings for the 
Android applications course as an example of South Asian learners movement in a course on the 
MOOCs platform.  
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CHAPTER 4: CONNECTING THE DOTS: EXCERPTS AND THOUGHTS 
4.1 Chapter Overview  
The previous chapter discussed the process of data collection and this chapter is a 
summary of findings from the different sources of data. It also includes the researcher’s 
observations as a MOOC participant. This study aimed to examine motivations and expectations 
of the South Asian female users in MOOCs and also explored how knowledge received from this 
source is utilized in their lives. It specifically focused on session-based Coursera MOOCs offered 
by UIUC. South Asia was limited to Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka for this study and 
all the informants lived in their country at the time of enrollment into UIUC MOOCs. Other 
South Asian countries (Afghanistan, Bhutan, Maldives and Nepal) were purposefully excluded 
because the survey data showed extremely low enrollment and even lower female enrollment 
from these countries. Country of residence was determined from the survey data set using 
country IP address. This chapter presents the results of the three-phase data collection findings. 
The first phase incorporated the analysis of survey data collected from Coursera and UIUC pre 
and post course surveys that were administered with each MOOC during the period of 2012 to 
2016. From the survey data, female participants were contacted via email with a request to 
participate in an in-depth interview. For this second phase of the study, through email exchange I 
narrowed down my target interviewees and conducted the in-depth interviews with an open-
ended questionnaire. From the ones who agreed to participate, 11 women were interviewed. 
From them, 7 are analyzed in this study. Selection was made on the basis of age, country of 
residence, employment status and the UIUC MOOC taken to ensure maximum diversity. After 
the completion of interviews and its transcription came the third and final phase of the data 
collection. The third phase was the analysis of the clickstream data of South Asian learners on 3 
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UIUC MOOCs. This data was explored through a TL-HMM model that represented how the 
learners from South Asia used the different components of MOOCs platform. Towards the 
middle of 2012, MOOCs gained much controversy with its perceived potential ability to dishevel 
existing higher education systems by providing access to quality knowledge to masses for free or 
very low costs. The learners in this study participated during the first few years of Coursera and 
the overall MOOCs movement. This study uniquely focuses on explaining developing country’s 
MOOCs learners’ experiences. The data analyzed for this purpose was partially quantitative but 
mostly qualitative to focus on the stories and highlight anecdotes about expectations, experiences 
and impact of the platform. The need for reliable and quality higher education at minimal cost is 
very high in the developing world and the results show that MOOCs have been a very 
resourceful knowledge source for women from South Asia and have impacted their lives in 
meaningful ways.   
4.2 Data Collection Methods 
Although chapter 3 discusses in detail the steps and methods of data collection, it is 
briefly summarized here prior to the presentation of results. I analyzed survey data as a 
secondary source and focused specifically on the users from South Asian countries. The survey 
data was from the session-based MOOCs offered by the UIUC. Although these learners may 
have enrolled in the modified versions like self-paced MOOCs later on, this study focused on 
their experience of session-based MOOCs and the impact of MOOCs on their life experiences. 
Simple statistical analysis was used on survey data to highlight their demographics, education 
background, and reasons for enrollment among other things. Survey data provided quantitative 
results on the expectations held and experiences gained from MOOC enrollment. The second 
phase of data collection included in-depth interviews and participants were contacted from the 
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analyzed survey data. For the purpose of this analysis, 11 women were identified and 
interviewed. These interviews took place over a period of 3 months although the whole process 
of identifying, contacting, arranging and completing interviews took almost six months. 
Moreover, several of the interviewees were contacted again during the findings and analysis 
writing phase to clarify some of their comments or ask for more information relevant to specific 
themes in the research findings. From the 11 interviews, 7 are included in this study. They were 
selected because of their interest to participate and share their opinions and experience. A few of 
them were eager to read excerpts that are included in this chapter and re-write their comments for 
better clarity of their emotions and thought process. Although one informant was very 
interesting, she had to be excluded from this study because her interview remained unfinished as 
she was unable to give time for a follow-up interview session. After the interviews were 
completed, clickstream data from the session-based MOOCs were explored. Clickstream data 
illustrated MOOCs’ users activities on the platform and its analysis highlights patterns of 
learning behavior among learners. Using the TL-HMM, I observed the patterns of all UIUC 
MOOC learners and compared it to learners from South Asia. Since clickstream data for only 
South Asian women was very small it was not enough to understand the general transition or 
patterns in activity. So, the model was used to compare similarities and differences in course 
activities when looking at it from all users and only South Asian users. This section adds to the 
findings from the survey data and interviews by studying the pattern of clicking in different 
sections of the platform and how that pattern highlights certain common behavior traits. This 
layer of findings and analysis of the learner population although is general and analyzes a huge 
data set for only one MOOC, it provides an understanding of the learner activity patterns on a 
Coursera course and provides a view of the similarity and differences in patterns when compared 
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between all users and specifically South Asian users. This exploration of clickstream data adds 
value to the survey and interview data with real-time actions on the course platform by South 
Asian learners.  
4.3 Researcher as Informant  
This section of the chapter describes the researcher-as-informant experience, resulting 
observations, and how my participation informed the development of the interview questionnaire 
for in-depth virtual interviews of adult female learners’ MOOCs experiences. As a researcher 
and graduate student, I critically analyzed empirical studies on MOOCs platforms and read 
numerous research articles about learner experiences. However, I did not have practical 
experience of using any MOOCs platform prior to this research. To become familiar with the 
platform and experience it first-hand, it was necessary for me to enroll into a UIUC Coursera 
MOOC. It was also crucial that I have practical hands-on experience of a MOOCs platform to be 
able to organically understand, question and interpret the informants’ experiences on it. 
However, when I enrolled, Coursera had already moved on to the self-paced aka on-demand 
model whereas all the interviewees were users of session-based MOOCs. Although the course 
expectations, requirements, and structure changed, many characteristics overlap in the two-
formats and that was useful to explore prior to interviewing the learners.  
I specifically chose to enroll in two UIUC MOOCs to see how they are structured. I 
enrolled covertly as I was a voyeur in the courses. Since I was not observing the instructor or the 
currently enrolled students, I did not require an Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for 
this. My reason to enroll was solely to experience navigating the platform. Using my own 
personal lens as a South Asian female with a college degree, I wanted to understand what 
difficulties a user from South Asia may face and what in my opinion (as a user) would make this 
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a more accessible and beneficial learning platform for users from the developing world. This 
experience then informed my research questions, interview protocol and overall virtual 
qualitative research design.  
 The courses I enrolled in were on-demand and all course lectures were already available 
along with reading materials. The introductory email for both courses not only encouraged to 
start new threads or continue posting to existing threads on the discussion board but also to join a 
Facebook page and Google+ community to build the sense of community and increase the 
interaction among peers. I accessed the courses 3 to 4 times a week and spent 35 minutes to 1 
hour exploring the platform, reading discussion board postings and watching lecture videos. I 
purposefully did not complete quizzes and course requirements, as that was not my goal of 
enrolling. This led to reminder emails from Coursera every few weeks encouraging me to 
continue with the course and complete it. Along with that Coursera regularly sends emails with 
“recommended courses for you” and the suggested courses that are relevant to courses I had 
previously enrolled in. I took detailed notes of my experience on the platform and included 
immediate perceptions, observation and reflections of my first-hand observations.   
 The goal of this study was to understand MOOCs related experiences of South Asian 
women and as part of the process I reflected on my own MOOC experience, finalized my 
methods and the interview protocol (Appendix C) with reference to my observations of the 
platform. I reviewed my field notes and observations for commonalities across my own 
experience and in the next paragraph I summarized some of the observations that influenced my 
interview protocol, approach to the research questions, and data analysis.  
 I enrolled in one MOOC that was four weeks long and the other that was eight weeks. 
The four-week course was based on weekly updates in discussion forum and peer-reviewed 
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works while the 8 week was more structured around quizzes. They both had weekly lecture 
videos that were very informative and provided resources relevant to a weekly discussion topic 
and the course as a whole. On an average the videos were between 40 minutes to over an hour 
per week but the length of each video clip was 5 to 10 minutes. I watched the videos to get an 
idea about how materials are discussed and how the instructors present the information. I found 
most of the video lectures to be very interesting, well structured and informative. These videos 
could be live streamed and downloaded. I noted this because Internet speed in developing 
countries varies and people may not be able to live stream videos. The option to download 
definitely sounded like an advantage for users with low bandwidth.  
 The discussion forum was an active section in the MOOCs I observed. This section 
included forums for weekly discussion, general discussion, meet and greet, content related 
questions, and final reflections. This section was regularly updated with enrolled users posting 
self-introductions, weekly posts, asking questions, and commenting on others questions. The 
meet and greet forum portrayed that a diverse group of people enrolled into the course from 
countries all over the world and with different professions and jobs. Since I enrolled in the on-
demand version, it was possible to see what users from past sessions had posted on the forum 
since it was not only limited to the current session users. I immediately understood that the 
discussion forum experience for me could be different from session-based users since the courses 
were structured slightly differently. However, it still triggered my interest to focus a few 
questions on the discussion forum to see how they experienced it on their learning path.  
 I found the layout of the MOOCs on Coursera to be somewhat intuitive. However, it is 
necessary to mention that although I was exploring the platform as a first-time user, I had 
previous experiences of taking online courses and navigating Learning Management Systems 
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(LMS) like Moodle and Blackboard through graduate school. My general familiarity with design 
and layout of online LMS made the exploration of Coursera courses easier and seem more 
intuitive. Online learning opportunities are very limited in South Asia. South Asian MOOCs 
learners may not have prior online learning experience unless they enrolled in another MOOC 
previously. With this expectation, I incorporated interview questions related to their navigation 
experience of the MOOC platform and which sections were more effective in enhancing their 
learning in the course.  
 As mentioned before, low completion and high attrition are major critiques of MOOCs 
and I wanted to explore what my own MOOCs experience represented. My MOOC enrollment 
required no financial investment and the course material did not fulfill any of my immediate 
academic or professional needs. However, I was interested in the subject matter and wanted to 
learn more. As time progressed, I found myself unintentionally delaying and not logging in 3 to 4 
times a week. Eventually I realized that it would not be possible to gather the information 
required with the extent of irregularity that occurred in the last half of the course. I switched over 
to the following session and really forced myself to remain motivated and log in regularly for the 
work in a short period of time. As a researcher I had the external motivation to observe, collect 
data, and time limitation that kept me bounded to the routine of regularity. I purposefully set time 
aside every week to sign into the course. Due to the asynchronous nature of Coursera, I was able 
to manage time in between my daily work, classes, childcare, and household chores. With my 
real-world commitments, I had to mindfully allocate time for logging into my MOOC each week. 
This observation of the importance of time allocation to continue with a MOOC helped in 
finalizing my questions in the interview protocol regarding the interviewee’s time management 
in course activities.  
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 By the third week of the course, I noticed the length of notes on my observation started to 
decline and eventually by the fourth week, there was not much new happening for me to observe. 
However, I continued to login every week just to make sure that I finished the whole course 
session and continued to go through the motion to see if anything significantly noteworthy 
emerged for future data collection and interpretation. This step of observing the platform as a 
researcher was pertinent to understand the platform, practically experience a MOOC, and make 
necessary observations to finalize the interview protocol. I went on to incorporate more specific 
questions about the discussion forum, time allocation and lecture videos since they emerged from 
my observations during the MOOCs sessions.  
4.4 Summary of Study Participants  
As I built rapport with the interviewees and arranged for our interview sessions, I 
remained in regular contact via email and chat conversations. Although 34 MOOCs learners 
showed interest to participate in the study, I interviewed 11 who were contacted purposively in a 
specific order to ensure maximum demographic diversity. The interviews were arranged with 4 
interviewees at a time and the dates were scheduled over a period of 1 to 2 weeks. The next four 
participants were emailed requesting for a time and date for interviews when 2 interviews from 
the previous group were completed. Since contacting via email and setting up online interviews 
can be time consuming, I purposefully started contacting while in the process of interviewing the 
current 4 interviewees so that there will not be a long break between interviews. Although the 
learners experience can be very different and not influenced by each other, it was necessary for 
me as a researcher to have the flow in the collection process to think about past interviews and 
make connections between experiences that are shared by the interviewees. In this way three sets 
of interviews were conducted but some interviews were carried into the following group of 
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interviewees due to time conflict, Internet connection issues and personal matters that required 
rearranging the interview time to a later date. Each learner agreed to participate in the interview 
through virtual consent and gave permission to audio record the interview. Although I had 
interviewed 11 women in total, I focused on 7 from there. The 7 informants were selected based 
on their age, employment, current place of living, and their eagerness to participate in the study 
and want to share their opinions about MOOCs in multiple sessions.  
The table 4.1 below shows the demographics and self-perceived socio-economic class of 
the South Asian female MOOCs interviewees. 
Table 4.1 Demographics of Interviewees 
Pseudonym Country  Age Education Marital 
status 





















Vani  Tamil Nadu, 
India 
























Anita Pune, India 25 Bachelors Single Creative, 
serious and 
playful science 
of android apps 
2014 Programmer Upper-
middle 
Saya  Peshawar, 
Pakistan 

































The total UIUC session-based MOOCs user population was 1,389,748 and among them 
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76,618 South Asian learners responded to survey questionnaire. Most survey takers did not 
mention their gender but among those who did, 7,783 were females from Bangladesh, India, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka. With high number of undefined users, there remains the possibility that 
many of them could have been women. For this research purpose, I focused on the MOOC users 
who self-identified their gender as a woman and analyzed their survey data and compared it to 
self-identified male survey data for South Asia.  
Clickstream data of UIUC MOOCs was explored for South Asian population in two 
courses. The courses were selected based on highest enrollment from South Asia. This presented 
a visual understanding of the use of the platform and transitions between different components in 
a MOOC. So, for example, in a course, how much time learners spent accessing resources, 
starting and completing quizzes, watching lectures, reading forums, etc. are some of the aspects 
that were explored in the clickstream data.  
4.5 Quantitative Results  
The data for quantitative analysis of the South Asian user population was drawn from a 
larger survey dataset that was collected by Coursera and UIUC during the session-based courses. 
UIUC offered 15 unique courses and 2 specializations during the session-based phase of 
Coursera MOOCs. The courses were: 
• Introductory organic chemistry - Part 1 
• Intermediate organic chemistry - Part 1 
• Emergence of life 
• Heterogeneous parallel programming 
• Introduction to sustainability 
• Creative, serious and playful science of android apps 
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• Cloud computing concepts 
• Planet earth...and you! 
• Subsistence marketplaces 
• Microeconomics principles 
• Sustainable food production through livestock health management 
• VLSI CAD: Logic to layout 
• Global postharvest loss prevention 
• e-Learning ecologies 
• Pattern discovery in data mining 
2012 to 2016 session-based UIUC MOOCs is the focus of this study and during this time, 
they had enrollment of 1,389,748 learners and among them 701,856 learners were active 
participants. Here active participants are identified as learners who watched at least 1 lecture 
video or participated in a forum or taken at least 1 quiz. Among the active participants 45,355 
learners qualified for course completion certificate. Free certification was given in all session-
based courses with paid verified certificate option beginning in 2014. When identifying learners 
from South Asia, IP address defined their country and was used to identify South Asian 
residents. Although there was possibility that some are foreign nationals living in South Asia for 
a variety of reasons, this was the only way to identify learners from a specific region. As per 
MOOCs data, the number of active participants from Bangladesh was 2,728, India 90,962, 
Pakistan 7,387, and Sri Lanka was 1,291. India had the second highest enrollment after the 
United States and China followed India with 55,568 MOOCs learners. Below is a chart with 




Chart 4.1.Leaner frequency per UIUC MOOC (South Asian male and female) 
 
 India had significantly higher enrollment than the other three South Asian countries in 
focus. However when focusing on only women, it narrowed down the learner population 
significantly. Since the surveys were not mandatory to complete, many did not complete the 
surveys fully and left the gender question unanswered. Within the South Asian learners who 
answered the surveys, only 7,910 identified themselves as male and 1,584 as female. Among the 
1,584 women 1,395 was from India, 118 from Pakistan, 31 from Sri Lanka and 29 from 
Bangladesh. Although the sample population narrowed significantly, the data presented some 
very interesting similarities among the learners in these countries. Below is a brief presentation 
of findings from the MOOCs survey data for South Asian learners.  
4.5.1 Demographics and Background. According to the survey data, irrespective of 
gender, enrollment was highest among learners in their early and mid 20s. The survey provided 
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birth year data for 3,643 South Asian learners. Irrespective of gender 2,566 of them were born 
between the years 1980 to 1995. These millennials make up of 70% of the learners and of the 
remaining 30%, 28% were born before 1980s and about 2% after 1995. The age data for women 
is similar to the South Asian data and when comparing to the overall users age distribution, it 
portrays similar breakdown in age of learners enrolling into MOOCs.  
When looking at education degree completion rate, more than 80% of the women 
completed 12 years of schooling and over 65% completed graduate studies. This is even higher 
for men where completion rate for 12 years of schooling was 91% and almost 75% completed 
graduate school.  
The data on employment status and birth year shows that there are similarities within a 
specific age range. Data on employed for salary or wages (either full or part-time) shows that 
most of them are millennials. Data for self-employed, working at NGO, out of work/ not 
working, or taking a gap year represent learners mostly born in 1980 to 1990. Learners born in 
the 1950s form the “retired” group of online learners. The learners’ age varies and not clustered 
into any specific birth year span when looking at disabled, Intern, and working student status. 
Below is the box plot that presents the data.  
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Chart 4.2. Birth year and current employment status (For All) 
1 = Employed for salary or wages (either full or part-time); 2 =Self-employed, free-lancer, or 
farmer; 3 = Intern, working at an NGO, volunteer, or religious worker; 4 =Out of work and 
looking for a job; 5 = Not working and not looking for a job, taking a gap year, or between 
positions; 6 = A homemaker, taking care of a family member, or on maternity leave; 7 =A 
student; 8 = Retired; 9 = Unable to work, disabled/, or convalescing; 11 =Intern, apprentice; 12 
= Working student; 
 
Although all gender inclusive box chart above is very similar to only female and only 
male box chart, there is only one very significant difference. That is when analyzing the data of 
homemaker, looking after kids and maternity leave (6 in the boxplot). There is a small 
concentration in 1980s when looking at all inclusive survey data. However, when looking at only 
female data this grows bigger and is more visible. In the only male data it is almost non-existent. 
The socio-cultural practice of women in the domain of household and housewife is prevalent in 
South Asia but these women are seeking knowledge on a platform that is accessible within their 
home boundaries.  
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Chart 4.3. Birth year and current employment status (For Male) 
1 = Employed for salary or wages (either full or part-time); 2 =Self-employed, free-lancer, or 
farmer; 3 = Intern, working at an NGO, volunteer, or religious worker; 4 =Out of work and 
looking for a job; 5 = Not working and not looking for a job, taking a gap year, or between 
positions; 6 = A homemaker, taking care of a family member, or on maternity leave; 7 =A 
student; 8 = Retired; 9 = Unable to work, disabled/, or convalescing; 11 =Intern, apprentice; 12 





Chart 4.4. Birth year and current employment status (For Female) 
1 = Employed for salary or wages (either full or part-time); 2 =Self-employed, free-lancer, or 
farmer; 3 = Intern, working at an NGO, volunteer, or religious worker; 4 =Out of work and 
looking for a job; 5 = Not working and not looking for a job, taking a gap year, or between 
positions; 6 = A homemaker, taking care of a family member, or on maternity leave; 7 =A 
student; 8 = Retired; 9 = Unable to work, disabled/, or convalescing; 11 =Intern, apprentice; 12 





Chart 4.5: Frequencies of Current Employment Status values (Female only) 
  





From the charts above it can be seen that the trends of male and female learners in South 
Asia are similar in regards to employment status. The data on women shows 46.2% hold some 
form of employment, 21.3% are students, 27.7% unemployed or between jobs, and 2% are 
homemakers or on maternity leave. Among men 58% are employed, almost 15% are students, 
24.7% unemployed or between jobs, and less than 1% homemakers.  
4.5.2 Reasons for Enrollment. Multiple survey questions addressed reasons for 
enrollment and these reasons were set on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is least important and 5 is 
most important. The 9 factors that were identified as possible reasons for enrollment are:  
1. Course offered by UIUC 
2. Course will be fun 
3. Curious about an online course 
4. To earn credentials 
5. To know more on this subject matter 
6. As part of preparing for a degree 
7. Relevant to current academic endeavor  
8. To develop skills to help job performance 
9. To take a course by a specific professor  
All the reasons were significantly important to some while not so important to others. However, 
the data portrayed a pattern where the most important reason for enrollment was to gain more 
knowledge about the subject matter of the course. Developing skills to help job performance, 
relevance to current education, credentials, and expecting the course to be fun were moderate to 
significantly important reasons for enrollment. The name of the university and the professor were 
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less significantly important to most learners. When comparing male and female survey data, 
there was much convergence and similarity in their identified level of importance behind the 
reasons for enrolling into MOOCs. Below is a chart that shows reasons for enrolling on a scale of 
1 to 5 for both male and female from South Asia.  












Chart 4.8: Reasons for enrolling (male) 
 
4.5.3 Overall experience on MOOC platform. Learner satisfaction of enrollment was 
also asked in post-course survey. The satisfaction was measured on the following factors:  
1. Ease of accessing videos 
2. Ease of course site navigation 
3. Ease of participating on forums  
4. Getting technical help 
5. Quality of lecture videos  
More than 60% of South Asian MOOC learners were highly satisfied with the accessibility to 
videos, lecture video quality and ease of course site navigation. There was some dissatisfaction 
regarding forums and receiving technical help on the platform but that was less than 10%. This 




Chart 4.9: Satisfaction level with MOOCs platform (All including unknown sex) 
 





4.5.4 Self-identified English language skills. All MOOCs by UIUC are in English and 
hence it was necessary to understand the learners’ English language skills. Like most survey 
questions, everyone did not answer this question. Based on the responses received, their 
perceptions about language skills showed almost 60% of the women claimed to be native speaker 
equivalent and 38% claimed to know English well enough for most situations. On the contrary, 
50% of the men claimed to know English enough for most situations and 45% consider their 
English language skills to be equivalent to a native speaker. Even when asked about their English 
language skills on the basis of reading, writing, and understanding they answered with 
confidence and claimed to be as good as a native speaker. Self-assessment of their language 
skills show women who are more confident about their language skills are more likely to enroll 
in MOOCs whereas men with less confidence will also enroll. 
Chart 4.11. English proficiency values (Female only) 
0 = None; 1 =Knowledge of a Few Phrases; 2 =Sufficient for Limited Situations; 3 =Sufficient 





Chart 4.12. English proficiency values (Male only) 
0 = None; 1 =Knowledge of a Few Phrases; 2 =Sufficient for Limited Situations; 3 =Sufficient 
for Most Situations; 4 =Native English Speaker or Equivalent;  
 
 Although English is not the national language in the South Asian countries, learners from 
there were confident about their English language skills. Both men and women identified their 
reading, writing and speaking skills in English to be as good as native speakers. There was a high 
confidence level about understanding spoken English, which is a crucial question since all 
lecture videos in UIUC MOOCs are in English. Surveys asked the learners about possibilities of 
future MOOC enrollment and more than 60% said they are extremely likely to enroll in the 
future. More than 85% of learners found MOOCs to be somewhat or very difficult but still more 
than 50% claimed to have achieved a large part of what they expected from the course.  
 Overall, this data on South Asian MOOC learners shows significant similarity in results 
irrespective gender. Although there is much disparity in gender access and equality in the South 
Asian countries in focus, it is not that starkly visible in the survey data when it comes to MOOC 
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participation. A point to remember is in all survey data findings, all of this data was from 
voluntary survey participants in UIUC session-based MOOCs and there was data missing with 
incomplete surveys. However, the data that was available was still significant as each criterion in 
focus had at least 100 responses from females and more than a 1000 responses for male. Taking 
the high difference in male and female enrollment into account, the results derived from this 
survey pool is still significant. The most striking observation from the survey data set was that 
although there were some difference in responses on the basis of gender, it was not very distinct. 
In the next section we will explore highlights of the qualitative data findings from the in-depth 
interviews with seven female MOOCs users from South Asia.  
4.6 Qualitative Results  
Informants identified themselves as either middle or upper middle class in both social and 
economic context. Each one of the informants owned a personal laptop and cell phone that was 
not shared with anyone else in the house. Some also had an iPad or tablet. The seven women 
were all educated with a minimum of 16 years of schooling. They completed Bachelors degrees 
(in various disciplines) and some had finished a Masters degree. A few of the interviewees are 
currently enrolled in a PhD program but none of them were in the program when they enrolled 
in the UIUC MOOCs. Along with that, six of the women either are currently employed or were 
employed previously which portrays their presence in the job market. One woman is a 
homemaker but she was a professional before getting married. Among the 7, 3 women were 
from India, 2 from Pakistan and 1 from Bangladesh and the other from Sri Lanka. The reason to 
choose this distribution was because survey data showed that maximum female learners were 
from India and the next highest was Pakistan. Table 4.1 at the beginning of this chapter presents 
the demographics of the seven informants along with their pseudo names. This section of the 
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chapter highlights the findings from the interviews. Themes drawn from the data are clustered 
into broader concepts to provide a broader understanding and connection between interviewees’ 
opinions and perspective. I have summarized or clustered their ideas and thinking into themes 
but also included direct quotes in verbatim to ensure validity and to keep the voice of the 
MOOC learners present in the study.  
4.6.1 Learners perceived benefits of MOOC experience. In the interviews, learners 
identified a variety of reasons for enrolling into a MOOC. All of them claimed to have enrolled 
in multiple online courses in different MOOCs platforms. A few finished some of the courses in 
one or multiple sessions but most MOOCs remained incomplete. Although MOOCs users in 
developed countries enroll to explore how the platform works, the interviewed women identified 
other specific reasons that motivated them to enroll. They heard about MOOCs from an external 
source but the decision to enroll, continue and complete or not complete was solely the learner’s 
own reason. Broadly, the reasons identified for enrolling into MOOCs are academic or 
professional excellence, access to authentic and updated information and resources, curiosity 
about the platform, and exposure to courses by highly ranked partner universities and their 
professors.  
 Some of the women were working or just graduated from their universities while the 
others were housewives or recently married. Saya, a professional researcher, took the MOOC out 
of interest in the topic. She also adds that the information that was available in the MOOC was 
not available for her anywhere else. She clearly states this in the following statement in the 
interview,  
I took the UIUC MOOC as I was interested in the topic and it had information that I 
could not know from anywhere else. I am a plant scientist and our work is relevant to 
129 
 
post-harvest losses. We are often discussing in class, in presentations and in lectures the 
impact of post-harvest. So it was a very relevant course to my subject of specialization. I 
learned about these authorized lectures and materials and decided to get enrolled and 
learned a lot from it.  
Tinni also speaks along the same line about limited access to updated academic resources:  
Honestly speaking, I did not have much expectation from the course other than have 
recent materials. In my country getting access to academic journals is really difficult. In 
my view I got maximum benefit.  
Anita shares reasons by stating,  
I was working when I took this MOOC. I was at a point where I wanted to change my job 
and do something different. I wanted to go into Game industry or making mobile apps. 
This course taught how to write apps and I took this course to increase my skills to get a 
different job in my area of interest. Basically, I always wanted to know how to make 
apps. I expected that I will be able to make my own apps and this course fulfilled my 
expectations fully. Towards the end of the course, there was some materials on graphics 
and that was also something I wanted to know more about. It was not a very difficult and 
it fulfilled all my expectations.  
Anita’s driving force to enroll in a MOOC was her desire to change her current job and 
move into the programming or gaming industry. MOOCs provided her with access to 
information that helped build the skills that were required for her to apply for a job in a different 
field.  
Although self-motivation is a strong driving force in MOOC enrollment, it can also 
encourage and motivate others. Saya laughingly shared that her siblings also enrolled in a few 
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MOOCs although they all did not find the platform and time invested to be equally worthwhile. 
However, she highlights that sharing experiences on MOOCs with other MOOC users can be 
rewarding is stated in following statement:  
My colleagues and I sometimes share our experiences and see what others are doing and 
learning. Through sharing we learned new things and also got ideas about next courses to 
explore on Coursera and other platforms.   
The informants claimed that they enrolled into a MOOC when it was their most accessible 
source of information to learn something. Dil was pregnant when she enrolled in a MOOC and 
expressed that during the pregnancy period this was her only source of knowledge that could be 
accessed from home. She said,  
I took MOOC course because I was interested to learn about e-learning. It opened many 
aspects that no one thought about. I was pregnant with my baby and I could not go out 
much. I wasn’t feeling very well. I wanted to learn something and spend time on 
something new. I took it to increase my subject knowledge. 
Vani also enrolled to learn something new. She had an interest in multiple areas but did not have 
any other means to fulfill her desire to expand her knowledge. MOOCs provided her with this 
opportunity by having courses at the basic and advanced level without requiring any prerequisite 
knowledge in any topic prior to enrolling. Vani said,  
I enrolled because I was curious to learn something new. I was interested to learn about 
computer and finance. I was also interested in learning languages. I enrolled in a Spanish 
language course but it was too basic. I thought if I enroll in MOOCs I will be able to use 
it in my personal life. 
Manu also had a similar desire to learn about something and that motivated her to enroll into a 
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MOOC. Talking about this issue, she said,  
This is the best thing about MOOC. There was nothing that I did not like about this 
platform. Everything is useful in some way. They put so much effort into this platform. 
Not only was MOOC a source of knowledge for South Asian female users, in some cases, 
it was the only source of information to most recent learning materials in their field of interest. 
Dil from Sri Lanka explained the important role of MOOC in her skill development in the 
following statement:  
Most of the content was very helpful. So for example business model writing I would not 
be able to learn this here in my university because it is a different field. My field is 
engineering and does not offer any business knowledge. All subjects are like this. You 
know nothing about other subjects or course. But when I did these courses it really helped 
me build confidence and attend talks on behalf of our organization. I also developed grant 
writing skills and video making skills from MOOCs. With this I was able to submit a 
successful fellowship application and make an introductory video of myself. The content 
really influenced my day-to-day life. My university simply cannot offer things in other 
fields and department and MOOC gave me this skill. My husband saw how it improved 
my skills and he encouraged me to take more. 
 Huma from Pakistan, Manu from India and Tinni from Bangladesh, also stated a similar 
view about their existing education system and limited access to information in other domains. 
Huma stated, 
I think MOOC gives people the scope to learn some basic information about a topic and it 
may not have been possible in other ways. We learn only on one area in our universities 
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but if you have interest in another area, MOOC gives you the opportunity to explore that 
field and learn something. 
Tinni who was employed in the development sector planned to enroll in a MPhil program 
when she enrolled into UIUC MOOC. She took a MOOC on sustainable development because of 
its relevance to her professional and academic interest. She explains this enthusiastically in the 
following words. 
There are a number of benefits of MOOCs. I thought that doing a course here will give 
opportunity to collect information and enhance my reading capacity. When I took the 
course I found all relevant materials in one place in a systematic manner. That was the 
main benefit. Also the assignments were creative and conceptual and for them I had to 
read. It helped improve my reading ability. So later when I had to write a concept paper 
on climate or sustainability the recent materials from here helped me a lot. 
 MOOC enrollment was also inspired from a need to find a source of information that was 
more updated, recent and of higher quality than what is available to the informants in their own 
respective country. Coursera’s partnership with well-established, highly ranked universities 
made it a dependable platform to rely on to validate the quality of information that is accessed. 
Vani although found the courses to be sometimes too advanced, still valued the quality it 
provided. According to her,  
I think if it was a bit more gradual and moved from simple to complex slower, it would 
be useful. We do not have quality education here and we have to spend so much money. 
Even after you spend money you do not know if you will get good education or not. In 
such cases MOOC is very useful for lectures and academic resources.  




We cannot get similar standard of content and materials in our classes. This is useful for 
us who want to learn more and be updated rather than just read things that were read by 
people who graduated before us and written years ago.  
People are born with an inquisitive attitude where we want to know the unknown. MOOC 
as a recent phenomenon is a new kind of platform that has sparked the curiosity among those 
who know about it. MOOC learners from South Asia are no different. Although they did not 
state curiosity to be their main reason for enrolling into a MOOC directly, it did come up in the 
interviews at some point amid other discussions. Examples of that can be seen in what Saya and 
Huma said below:  
I sort of began some MOOCs from curiosity to explore too at times but it was a very 
good decision. I often did not finish for many reasons but it satisfied my initial urge to 
see what it was like. (Saya)  
I completed courses because the subject was of interest and I wanted to see what they will 
teach in the course. If I find something attractive or in my area then I may enroll again. 
(Huma) 
4.6.2 Spectrum of MOOC experience. As the learners identified the benefits of MOOCs 
that motivated them to enroll, continue and even complete some of the courses, they also 
explained how the experience fulfilled expectations and created a desire to learn more from other 
MOOCs. In addition, they went on to highlight how some MOOCs failed to live up to their 
expectations and was not able to keep them motivated to continue. However, some informants 
spoke of the experience as both positive and negative at different interview questions and 
interpretations of the questions. The wide range of experience was interesting to combine, 
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compare, and connect to make inferences and create the bigger picture. 
All respondents claimed that learning online was not too difficult and after some 
exploration and trying, it was easy to work on the course platform. The women who participated 
in the interviews all have broadband Internet with wifi and were able to access the materials, 
listen to lectures and take quizzes at their convenience. Internet speed or cost of Internet was not 
a factor that caused any barrier to accessing the courses. Some found online learning to be 
convenient and flexible – this was an important takeaway as that flexibility and convenience was 
necessary to fit the coursework into their existing daily schedule with work, family and 
household chores. Manu in her comment below expressed this.  
I did not have too much time after work, kids and home. So I wanted to learn some 
specific things but I did not have time to enroll into a program or certification kind of 
thing. I did not have any other ways to access knowledge on these things. MOOC was 
perfect as I could work any time and learn what I need. I found both MOOCs I completed 
are good. To learn what I needed this was enough. I wanted a crash course with crisp 
resources and MOOC gave me just that. 
Anita also found the MOOC to be easy and was motivated by peer comments on 
assignment reviews. She specifically remembers one peer comment that positively impacted her 
self-confidence and increased her interest in online learning.  
The course was easy and when I was able to make my own first app I was motivated to 
continue. The assignments were helpful and they were peer-reviewed. This course had 
peer-reviews and their comments would help to make the apps better and also motivate 
me to do more. One of the last comments from this course I got I still remember. One of 
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the peer-reviewers wrote that you are a female and you are a programmer. That makes 
you beautiful. – That was quite deep and made me feel good. 
MOOC users’ opinion of online learning experience was highly influenced by their experience 
with the course instructors teaching style, content and course format. Anita liked her course 
instructor and said,  
The instructor did a very good job with the course. It was an introductory course. 
Instructor presented the subject with very less complexity. Although it can be a difficult 
concept they made it seem easy. That was nice.  
Dil very matter-of-factly said that learners know what they are getting into and nothing 
less should be expected.  
Most professors had a lot of depth and course content is very (self) explanatory. So you 
know what you are getting into. There is no reason for content to be of any less than 
expected as you can see what will be in there. 
She went on to compare the content and teaching on MOOC with her experience of learning 
from professors in India and said the following:  
The content in these MOOCs are so in-depth and updated, I do not think most professors 
in my country will be able to teach it. Most professors here teach from slides and is very 
boring. The discussion classes we have is more interesting but lectures are very boring 
and from already written documents. When professors talk about something they created 
or used, that can be very interesting and from personal experiences. But when discussing 
articles or texts, it is not so interesting. In my university some lecturers are trying to keep 
pace with world information and content but many professors are traditional and not 
interested to include new ways of teaching. 
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Saya also compared her online instructors to professors in her own country (Pakistan) and said,  
I don’t think professors in Pakistan will be able to create courses of same quality. I do not 
think MOOC type initiative will be encouraged or appreciated by professors here. I think 
it needs to be encouraged but the professors are already involved in many projects and 
researches and they will not have time. Moreover, courses have to be English for 
International students and there will be even less number of professors who will have 
interest in this kind of commitment. They will not be able to make lectures totally 
understandable to all users from different English level skills. If in Urdu it may be easier. 
Huma on the other hand compared the instructors of the different MOOCs she took and found 
professors from some institutions to be more motivated than others. She said,  
Teachers from less renowned universities seem to have more motivated teachers who 
really make the course seem interesting, relates materials to quizzes and makes you want 
to continue watching the videos. Some top ranked university professors seemed 
disinterested and just presenting the materials in a boring manner. 
While some learners from South Asia spoke very highly about the instructors and course 
content, others argued that their expectations were not met. Dil spoke positively about her 
MOOCs experience but she felt group projects would have made the experience fully 
worthwhile. When asked why her expectation was not fulfilled, she stated the following:  
The course fulfilled my expectation 80-90%. But the remaining would be covered if there 
was group projects. I like group projects and talking to others who take the same course 
to see their perspective and ideas. If that is not there I miss it. 




I have enrolled in courses on other platforms that have limited courses and require 
payment. I still pay to enroll. I like the group diversity and option for group work that is 
very interesting. The OpenSAP platform has group work and scope for conversation. 
Almost every other MOOC is very dull. There is hardly any conversation going on. You 
just go in watch the videos and do the quiz. That is what they call a course. 
On the same line of thought, although Anita was motivated by peer reviews she identified 
that course format and teaching style varies greatly between courses and not all courses keep her 
motivated. She also identified her own laziness to be a reason for not finishing a course in the 
following statement.  
I did not finish the courses that did not fulfill my expectation. Sometimes from initial 
videos it did not seem interesting or fulfill my needs. Also sometimes some courses are 
too demanding and I did not have time to finish all requirements. Sometimes I am also 
lazy and cannot motivate myself enough to finish.  
Huma when asked about how far her expectations were met, she identified time and course 
teaching technique as a crucial factor in influencing her continuation and completion of a 
MOOC. She stated,  
Online classes should not require a lot of time. It is not possible to give so much time. 
You will watch video partially or quickly, finish the quizzes and get it over with. You 
will look and find shortcuts. Also our setup in university is very different from this one. 
Here we are discussing about topics in details but on the MOOC they are not so detailed 
and more like giving you ideas and thought to think about and search and find on your 
own. If you have a lot of time, you can learn a lot from here but I did not have that much 
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time after work. Still before marriage I had some free time and was able to complete 
some courses but after marriage I did not finish any! 
Vani also identified differences between courses as a key factor that led to the drop in her 
expectation from MOOCs. She said,  
I thought it will be easy access to learn something new and something of interest to me. 
So I wanted to do something from my house and learn more. It was free too. But not all 
courses are interesting. Sometimes when you start it is boring. From my perspective it is 
not easy to study online. I had more expectations when I joined but now lessened. 
4.6.3 MOOCs instructors competency. Few of the interview participants were able to 
clearly explain what they liked about a MOOC instructor’s teaching and what would have made 
the learning experience more fulfilling. Manu shared that a course will be much more interesting 
if a MOOC instructor connects the materials, quizzes, forums and videos with each other and is 
invested in teaching the course. She put it in the following words:  
Instructors were good but I felt that some technical knowledge would be helpful to 
understand the subject matter more clearly. If I were teaching the same content, I would 
do it similarly and definitely relate to the materials and content covered in videos and 
resources in MOOCs I took. Second course I took, I felt the professor was talking from 
his heart. It was natural and made it more interesting. He was more invested it seemed. 
The other one material was also good but the lecture delivery was not spontaneous like 
the second course I took. You can feel how the professor is feeling about doing these 
videos.  
Talking about this issue, Dil compared her learning experience on different MOOCs and stated 
her opinion about the professors in the following statement.  
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I like teachers who share their experiences and have enthusiasm. I have seen instructors 
who are dull, boring and looking pale. I do not like instructors reading slides and just 
talking with no emotion. Like a robot. You need to feel that they are talking to you and 
not just a screen. They (instructors) are just repeating what is in front of them. You can’t 
see but you can tell they are repeating something. Or saying memorized things. You 
know some professors have very good profile on the web with high qualifications but 
they do not present well the information in video. Could be the camera that distracts them 
and makes it boring. But there are some who are really good. The conversation type. We 
feel like they are person in front of us. Not just a video I am watching. I feel like I am 
part of it. Also, sometimes, they carry it over to the forum and the lectures become more 
engaging. So invested and engaging teachers keep me interested in the course.  
Saya admired the teaching capabilities of the professors in the MOOCs she enrolled in. She 
complimented their teaching by saying,  
The professors were of high caliber and of international level. But they delivered to the 
level of the students. They did not make it too difficult to understand. Obviously we are 
from Pakistan and our English is not very good. But still we can follow the courses. They 
give lecture and we are able to get everything from it. So they did not deliver in a way 
that was out of our reach.  
Huma contradicted this statement with her opinion about her experience on MOOC. She agreed 
that some instructors are good and some average but she also argued how the difference in 
approach to higher education in South Asia and US creates a barrier for new learners on the 
platform. This can be more predominant in experiences of learners taking a course in an area that 
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is very different from what she has academic or professional training in. In the extract below she 
stated,  
Some instructors were very good and some were ok. The quality of an instructor I feel 
depended on how well they explained concepts and provided examples that made it easier 
to understand the concepts. Some instructors did not attract me to continue watching 
videos or complete course. They made the course boring. A difference in their (US) and 
our (Pakistan) education system is that they expect a student to know some things about 
every subject like, math, science, economics, and etc. But in our country you learn only 
about your subject and not other subjects. So that makes it difficult to follow if the 
instructor assumes we know some things already before the course. 
Here Huma identified the difficulties a learner from South Asia may face when taking a MOOC. 
Anita also shared similar concern in her statement below:  
University courses here (India) are very different. The quality and content is different. 
They are very lecture and exam based and not hands-on. It is not learning-oriented. 
MOOC courses are more learning-focused and the courses that I did not finish was my 
fault. I did not continue or keep myself motivated. Sure, the instructor does play a role in 
making a course interesting but it is mostly on me as learner.  
4.6.4 Challenges on MOOCs. As the respondents took multiple MOOCs, they were 
exposed to a wide range of course structures, instructor teaching techniques, course 
requirements, and completion expectations. Although this platform provided them with a scope 
and opportunity to know and inquire about things they did not before, it was also challenging in 
some aspects to these learners from South Asia. Some interviewees claimed that MOOC requires 
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more work than a face-to-face class. Huma expressed this in comparing it to her learning 
experience in higher education in Pakistan.  
I think it requires more work than an in-class course. When it is a classroom course in 
Pakistan, we already know what they are thinking and what they want from us. I know 
how he is teaching. But online they only provide hints and limited explanations. They 
expect more from us and also more depth. So in that way online is a bit more difficult. 
Sometimes I felt I wasted all of my time that I could use to do something else. If a course 
takes 5-6 hours a week that is fine. When it takes too much time that is a problem. 
She also felt that the information in some courses were too advanced to follow and assumed that 
learners came with some knowledge on the subject. She also found the concepts sometimes were 
not clearly explained. She shared her experience in the statement below.  
Concept clarity was missing. For any course, if you give a clear concept, then anyone can 
catch it and use it in academic and professional life. Only a few instructors explain so 
well. I had only one professor explain it with so much detail and he would expect us to 
respond with that information in quizzes.  
She did find ways to overcome this shortcoming sometimes through reading posts on discussion 
boards. However, she personally almost never posted anything on the board. A common view 
among all interviewees was the limited use of forum in all MOOCs. They hardly posted 
comments on the board but did sometimes review comments and threads by their peers and past 
learners in the course. Below is Huma, Tinni and Anita’s experience of using the discussion 
forum.  
I hardly posted on the discussion forum but I visited it regularly and read what others 
posted. It answered many of my questions and was interesting to read. So many people 
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posted so many different things and examples. I learned from there too. I think discussion 
forums were very useful when I already know the subjects. The videos were less 
important in some cases. People were explaining on discussion board what they were 
understanding and others explained how to reach the solution to a problem. (Huma) 
 
I did not participate in the discussion sections as I really did not understand what I was 
expected to do there. I know it was there but I did not spend time there. I did read the 
comments later on but did not participate myself as I did not know what I was supposed 
to do. It was not clear to me. (Tinni)  
 
I did not post on discussion forums but it was helpful to read other people’s comments 
and question answers. Many of my questions were answered from reading the forum. It is 
good to have the forum to ask questions and get answers. You don’t have to wait for the 
professor to answer your question. Rather anyone else who knows the answer can answer 
it. Also you don’t always have to ask questions as someone else might have asked 
already. (Anita) 
 Even though discussion boards can be an area that allows interaction and collaborative 
discussion, the 7 interviewees did not consider that space resourceful for this purpose. They 
clearly found the lack of interaction and collaborative opportunities on Coursera to be a 
significant pull factor that drew them to explore and enroll in other courses on different 
platforms. Anita compared her experience on Coursera with Udacity and said,  
Interaction from real people doing the same course really motivates you most. One other 
course on Udacity was with a professor who would motivate us a lot. He would comment 
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on almost all posts and I always wondered how he had so much time! These personal 
interactions are so valuable. 
Manu also identified limited opportunity for peer interaction led to less commitment to complete 
a MOOC. She expressed her disappointment in the following statement. 
The negative thing is the lack of course interaction. If I took this course face-to-face then 
I would spend more time. MOOC courses are crisply designed to finish in a short time. 
When in face-to-face there is more interaction and that can take more time. It is not 
present in MOOC. Once in awhile when I found content difficult, I had to struggle with it 
on my own. I could not go to anyone for help. In a classroom there is more interaction 
and possibility of solving questions with others. I miss one-to-one interaction. It would be 
great if it was possible to include this in the process somehow. Other than that this is a 
wonderful thing. 
4.6.5 Information on MOOC platforms – From who or where? MOOC enrollment is 
significantly high from developing countries and an important question to explore is how they 
learned about MOOCs. This question brought a common response from all the interviewees. 
They all claimed that there is a lack of advertisement about MOOCs in general and from 
Coursera in particular. They did not see any advertisements about MOOC platforms in their 
communities and assumed that most people (irrespective of gender) are not informed about 
online learning platforms like Coursera. The interviewees heard about MOOCs from two 
sources. Five out of the seven interviewees heard about it from someone who lives abroad. Manu 
for example heard about it from her brother who is a professor. She said,  
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I learned about it from my brother who is teaching at a university in the US. He 
recommended I take the first MOOC. After that I explored and enrolled in the second 
one. 
Saya heard about Coursera from her cousin in Pakistan but that cousin learned about MOOCs 
from an expatriate.  
My cousin used to take courses on MOOCs. She heard about if from her relative who 
lives abroad. She was taking courses on Coursera and suggested I explore and see if 
anything is of interest. I was reluctant as I could not afford to pay anything but she said I 
can explore and do all activities without any payment. That grew my interest to try it and 
I loved it. I have even encouraged my siblings to take courses for more information, and 
resources. I also encouraged my colleagues to take a course. 
Two other interviewees learned about MOOCs from Google and social media. Dil 
learned about it when she was Google searching some concepts and came across Coursera and 
saw that all courses are offered for free. The “free” availability of courses drew her interest and 
she enrolled into a course. On the contrary, Huma was specifically searching for some extra 
materials to prepare for a lecture and stumbled upon this information. She also saw other MOOC 
platform ads on social networking sites at a later stage.  
4.6.6 MOOC Experience – Is gender a factor? Although overall enrollment of women 
is lower than men in MOOCs, the disparity is even more distinct when looking at the South 
Asian survey data. Although as mentioned before many did not identify their gender, among 
those who did, there was a significant difference in the numbers. One of the core thinking in 
developing this research was identifying how the women who enrolled feel their gender 
influenced their experience on the platform, in the coursework and eventually the impact of 
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online learning in their personal and professional lives. Interestingly and quite surprisingly, all 
interviewees claimed that MOOCs is a platform that is gender neutral and as women they did not 
feel their experience with it was any different from their male counterparts in their society. 
Below are some of their statements about gender and their MOOC experience.  
I do not think male or female has any impact on MOOC experience. It is irrelevant. For 
girls in the university level can easily take these courses and learn more easily. The world 
is changing. You can no longer say that just because I am in Pakistan I have less or 
limited access to learning. Every person has Internet connection whether at school, home 
or work place. They can easily change their life course by taking these courses. (Saya) 
 
I don’t think man or woman is a factor in MOOC. All around you see more men than 
women in workforce, education and professional world. But in MOOC I do not think it 
matters what is your gender. Women can actually use this resource. It may be that less 
women have access to this resource but once they have access, they can benefit from it 
equally. Online is wonderful in that way. (Anita) 
 
Gender is not a factor in how I experienced the platform or the expectations I had. No 
difference between men and women in respect of the accessing and using the platform. I 
don’t think so. Both have the socials, both can use that and both can learn. (Huma) 
 
I do not think being a male would affect my experience on MOOC. Being female no way 
negatively affects my learning. Our society is progressive and family is supportive. In 
this kind of society no women should have problems in MOOC. Compared to overall 
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India society I am in a better, comfortable position and have more family support. If you 
are talking about the more general women, the situation may be different. Yes, it will 
probably be different. I cannot represent the broader female population. Also, the courses 
that are available on MOOCs can be more attractive to men. Maybe that is why less 
women enroll in them? Men have more options that are interesting to them. Women do 
not have many courses that are of their interest and needs. (Manu) 
 
I think gender can be a factor in learning but not always. In MOOC I think Internet is 
important. If you have Internet and have time to watch lectures you can do it. Whether 
you are a girl or a boy it does not matter. Of course if you bring other factors in, then it is 
a different matter. (Tinni) 
 
Although none of the interviewees identified gender as a factor in the experience they had 
on MOOCs, some of their answers to other questions can be seen with a gendered lens. Vani 
who is a housewife identified work as a factor in creating differences but not gender in her 
following statement.  
I do not think male or female is a matter. It makes no difference really. If I was working 
it may have made a difference in my job or career. But I do not think gender is any issue 
in the experience on MOOC.  
 Anita identified socio-economic class, Internet access and motivation as factors leading 
to differences in experience but not gender.  
I always try to self-improve so that I get more opportunities. Many women I know in my 
community, go and get a degree and that is it. They start a job or get married and they 
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have no more interest to learn any further. For people who do not have access to high-
speed Internet, video lectures may be a problem. Maybe having more text-based 
information could be helpful? People with limited resources may not have access or time 
to spend on themselves and to advance their knowledge. Many do not know this kind of 
resource exist.  
Huma also did not think gender was a factor but contradicted this statement when she stated that 
marriage impacted her ability to complete courses. Her statement is as follows: 
At that time I was not married and could focus on the courses. I had more free time then 
and was able to concentrate. I would watch the lecture videos at night and do the quizzes 
in the morning between my classes as Lecturer. After marriage I did not have time to 
work on it in the same way.  
Tinni also identified her role in the household to be a factor in affecting access to online learning 
opportunities. She highlighted how it affects her with an example in the statement below.  
A guy can come home from work, sit down and watch TV and lounge on the sofa. But 
when I come home, I have to think about and prepare dinner, sit with my son for his 
homework, feed my daughter and what not. So for me to sit down and listen to a lecture 
is like after everything is done and at midnight. A guy can do this as they lounge on the 
sofa after coming home! They do not have to do anything after work but women always 
have many household things to do after work.  
4.6.7 Value of MOOCs. These online learners experienced MOOCs through enrolling 
into courses on multiple platforms. Their opinions are not based on only a single course 
enrollment that spanned over a few sessions. Rather it includes the experience of taking multiple 
courses with different content and requirements, completing some courses and also dropping out 
148 
 
from others. With this range of experience, these women shared their overall assessment of the 
MOOC experience. They expressed satisfaction about the experience and some of their thoughts 
have been quoted below.  
You don’t have to go anywhere to learn from MOOCs. You can sit at your home and 
learn what you want. That is a tremendous thing for us. We cannot always go and enroll 
physically in courses or take subjects of interest. This gives us that opportunity. I feel like 
I accomplished something and it makes me want to go back and do more. The emails I 
get regularly remind me that I should enroll in a new course or finish something I started. 
(Anita) 
 
I learned a lot from MOOCs and I am thankful for this opportunity. My experience was 
always positive with this platform and without paying I have taken so many courses and 
learned so many new, helpful and effective things. I am thankful to the online learning 
platform Coursera for this opportunity. I would have never had the experience of learning 
from international faculty if this platform was not there. (Saya) 
 
To enroll in MOOC was my choice because I thought it will be a good experience and 
helpful for my learning. I also did not have other option to learn. Now that I did a MOOC 
I am glad I decided to do this. This was the right thing for me. I could not make time to 
go to a class regularly to learn the things I learned on MOOC. The flexibility of the 




MOOC gave me the idea of the topic in which to do my PhD. I never added in my CV 
but it helped me find an area in which I can do my PhD. I can use some of the concepts 
and materials in my current graduate work but not too much. (Huma) 
Although they had positive experience and spoke highly about MOOCs providing an 
opportunity to learn, none of them got any paid certificates. The reason they identified was that 
there is no market value of certificates and hence not worth spending the money for them. Also, 
in the session-based MOOCs on Coursera, they provided a statement of completion and the 
informants who completed all coursework were happy with that proof. Below is Saya’s comment 
about certificates.  
I completed many of the MOOC courses I enrolled in but did not get any certificate 
because I cannot afford the cost of certificates. It was too costly and I could not manage 
that amount of money. If we could include it in our CVs it would increase our value in 
the job market. Employers would be surprised that we took courses from these 
prestigious universities via online means. A cousin of mine completed some MOOCs and 
added the completion information on the CV. It definitely increased her value in the job 
market. It may not get her a job but she did get appreciation for it in the job interview and 
from higher officials.  
Tinni claimed that even if she was interested to get a paid certificate, it is difficult for her as she 
does not have an international credit card. She explained why it was a problem in the following 
comment. 
I do not want to pay for certificate if it will not add value to my CV. If it will be accepted 
as a credential, I am willing to pay even more. But a problem with paying online is that I 
do not have an international credit card and our national credit cards do not work for 
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online transaction. Online purchase is restricted here. So I will have to ask someone who 
lives abroad and it is a hassle. Not everyone knows someone who will pay for them you 
know?  
She also highlighted how MOOC learners manipulate the platform by creating multiple accounts 
and using the pseudo account to practice tests and once ready to take it with their active account. 
This manipulation also demotivated her to do quizzes and finish course requirements. In her 
words below:  
Few of my colleagues taught me tricks. Especially for MCQ (multiple choice questions), 
I can create two accounts and with one open it and try and see the answers and then with 
the other account get all answers right since I know answers already. So that made me 
feel demotivated and I would loose interest to continue. 
4.6.8 Impact of MOOCs. The South Asian women interviewed for this research 
unanimously agreed that MOOCs did impact their lives but in different ways. None of the 
respondents denied its positive affect on their lives, rather in some cases they identified multiple 
ways it has impacted them. Some defined the impact to affect their academic or professional life 
while others claimed it influenced their personal life. Although the platform itself has not 
fulfilled some of their expectations, they do feel that it has been very useful. Huma shared that 
MOOCs did not influence her life as the certificate is not valued. However, the experience 
changed her and gave her the knowledge to prove that she is motivated and wants to learn.  
When I completed, I did talk about it with the Head of department and shared my 
expectation, experience and what I learned. It did not help with promotion or anything. I 
did not mention in PhD application. But he was happy to know that I was curious about 
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this platform and wanted to learn more about something. He said he expected me to go 
far and do well in the future. (Huma)  
She also states that she learned about things that she had no other source to learn from.  
Honestly, I wanted to know the content, structure of the course and how they will deliver 
the materials and content to us and explain concepts. I expected to know more about the 
subject and get a certificate. As a student that was important. The courses I took were 
related to my field of education and interest and I learned about issues I did not know and 
could not know from any other source. These courses later helped me select my PhD area 
of focus. 
At another point in the interview she repeats that MOOCs did not fulfill her expectation but at 
the same time she encourages her students to enroll and take courses on Coursera.  
It did not really fulfill my expectations. However, I always encourage my students in 
class to explore this platform and try some of the basic or introductory courses. It will 
give them an idea of the course structure, information and what reading resources are 
available out there and taught by others. Most of them did not even know about Coursera 
or MOOC in general. 
Manu identified her MOOC experience as impactful and clearly associated it with her academic 
and professional development. In her words, 
It helped me professionally and academically. My PhD thesis is relevant to sustainable 
development. By teaching profession and qualification, I did not know many of the things 
that I learned from MOOC. With this I was able to advance my PhD research and learn 
what was of interest to me. I wanted to learn from different platforms and this gave me 
that opportunity. To learn something in a specialized area, MOOC is great. For basic 
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things we can go and enroll in courses here (India) but when you are looking for 
something advanced we do not have that. MOOC provides us with that. 
Saya also made connections with MOOCs and her own professional development. She 
highlighted how MOOCs impacted her professional life with an example.  
Last week I was invited to a seminar to give a lecture that was relevant to post-harvest 
loss in medicine issues. A MOOC I took was relevant to the lecture focus. This course 
really helped me engage the participants during my lecture. I was able to explain to them 
very clearly. I right away felt that because I took the MOOC I was able to give a very 
good lecture and engage the audience and increase their interest on the topic.  
Anita on the other hand was able to apply to a job that she was interested in with her 
acquired knowledge from a MOOC. Now she has her dream job and this switch was possible 
because of MOOCs.  
This course was quite helpful. It gave me knowledge and experience about android apps. 
With this information I was able to apply for jobs as programmer. It gave me confidence 
to apply and also get the current job I do. I wouldn’t have become a programmer without 
MOOC. 
Anita also identified MOOCs impact on her personal life. She enrolled in courses outside of her 
professional and career path and learned from them in various ways. She specifically talks about 
enrolling in nutrition and cooking courses.  
You can find a course on anything. You have a choice and can learn whatever you want. 
Everything is organized and you can learn systematically. Some of the MOOCs I did 
were not relevant to my work but I enjoyed them. I took a nutrition and cooking course 
and learned to make new kinds of dishes. I enjoyed that course very much too and I 
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learned about healthy eating! 
 Saya also talked about enrolling in courses outside of her academic and professional 
domain from curiosity. The new information excited her and she went on to share with 
colleagues. There was pride in her voice when she shared the following thoughts.  
Some courses are very interesting to me even though not directly related to my field. But 
through the course I learned so many new things and interesting things too. I was so 
excited about it that I would go to work and share with my colleagues what I learned. I 
would tell them, “Do you know about this? Do you know about that?” They were 
surprised that I learned about this and I would have information backing my claim. Some 
even became interested to take a MOOC from seeing that I am learning new things.  
Vani shared her opinion on MOOCs influence. Although she is a housewife, she found MOOCs 
to provide her with resources and information that are not accessible to her by other means. She 
talks about taking a wide range of courses and how they all helped her in different ways.  
The finance course was very useful and applicable in my day-to-day life. It was very 
helpful. I learned the value of things. Cost benefit analysis. I have to do many things 
everyday. So making a cost analysis is very helpful to make decisions in the finances of 
my house. One education course was also very beneficial to me. I read books that were 
referenced there and that really helped me know about things I did not know. If you read 
books you learn more about yourself and how to deal with life. Sometimes I am able to 
understand why I feel some ways and also interpret other people and their behavior. Also 
a nutrition course was useful. I was able to provide better food to my family. I came to 
know about nutrition. I learned how other foods could also become fat. I did not know 
that carbohydrate is also a kind of fat. 
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Dil sums up very precisely how MOOC experience changed her in the following lines.  
Undoubtedly my time was worth and well spent. What I was 4 years ago is not the same 
as I am today. I gained so much from this platform and I learned more about many things. 
I would not have been able to learn and gain so much information in any other way. 
4.6.9 Comparison of session-based and self-paced MOOCs. This research was focused 
on users from session-based Coursera MOOCs to compare their experiences and understand how 
their expectation and experience mixed and merged when they analyze it in retrospect. Few of 
the informants had the experience of taking both session-based and self-paced MOOC. Among 
them Dil has completed 51 MOOCs so far and has enrolled in over 100. She has enrolled in 
courses on Coursera, EdX, and FutureLearn. She has experience of both session-based and self-
paced MOOCs and compared her experience in the two formats of learning online in the below 
statement.  
I feel 2012 – 2015 courses were so demanding in the aspect of time. 2015 -2017 courses 
are so light. They do not demand much from the students. There is so little expectation 
from us. Even having 1-2 hours time for a course is enough because even if they have 
quizzes, they are short answer and that doesn’t require too much understanding. It is less 
demanding and I do not like it. But I follow it because I value the content. 
She went on to share her opinion on Coursera and the lack of interaction opportunity in the 
courses it offers.  
Coursera is very boring now. It is all content based and only on you. There is no 
interaction at all. It is more about your convenience. You can manage your time and 
move at self-pace. Courses have a start and end date but it is not fixed. Many courses 
have very little things to do. The quality of courses are very varied. Some courses have a 
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lot of work while other courses are about just viewing the slides. A course on another 
platform had a professor who created weekly highlights and included some messages that 
students posted in forum. If I see my name there I am so thrilled. To me it is important 
that my presence is there and someone lets me know that my presence is felt. So that 
really drives me and I liked that course platform a lot. 
4.7 Clickstream Data Findings  
After a comprehensive presentation of results from the interviews, now is the discussion 
of clickstream data. The goal of this discussion is to explore what kinds of patterns exist in 
accessing different sections of a course on the MOOCs platform. This additional finding 
provides a perspective to the already highlighted findings from survey and interviews on what 
resources and activities MOOC learners found to be most useful and least useful on the MOOCs 
platform. The presentation of log data either confirms or defines a new angle of interpretation to 
the findings from the other two sources of data. Clickstream data was gathered from running the 
software to draw patterns of actions from users activity on the platform. It provided extensive 
data on users activities in each component of a course and the transition pattern from one 
component or state to another. 
One UIUC MOOC was focused on for the purpose of this study and another was 
explored to compare and see if it presents similar behavior patterns within and between course 
components irrespective of course content. The software was tested on clickstream data for 
Introduction to Sustainability and Creative, Serious and Playful Science of Android Apps 
courses. These courses were selected for their highest enrollment number and to observe if there 
is difference in clickstream data representation for a science course and a social science course. 
For each of the two courses, a separate state transition diagram was generated for all enrolled 
156 
 
students and for South Asian students. These transition diagrams provided a visual representation 
of students’ movement from one state to another during the course and thus create opportunity to 
interpret and understand the student behavior on the course platform. Each of these individual 
states was itself described via another transition diagram, this time between individual page 
categories on the MOOC platform. The result is a “zoomed-out” diagram that shows the 
transition between the states discovered, and “zoomed-in” diagrams that show how students 
move between pages while within a given state. Upon fitting the model with four states, the 
following major states in each course was identified: There were four major states in each course 
and they were:  
State 0 – Wiki Reading 
State 1 – Lecture Viewing 
State 2 – Forum Listing 
State 3 – Forum Thread Viewing  
When observing a specific state, it is possible to interpret some of the students’ activities 
focused on that particular state. For example, the zoomed view on state 0 helped to understand 
how frequently the students consulted the wiki, forum or lectures themselves to complete that 
state. The clickstream data for Introduction to Sustainability shows the state transition diagrams 
for all and South Asian students respectively. The circles in figure 4.1 and 4.2 represent the 
different states. The sizes of the circles are in proportion to their inferred frequencies in the 
clickstream. So, a bigger circle means the students visited that state more often longer. Also, the 





Figure 4.1: State Transition diagram for All  Figure 4.2: State Transition diagram for  
only South Asia 
  
As seen from the figures above, learners (both all learners and only South Asian learners) 
spent most time in state 0 which is the Wiki readings or lecture materials. South Asian learners 
spent slightly less time on forum thread viewing (state 3) in comparison to all learners. 
Transition from forum list viewing (state 2) to forum thread viewing (state 3) has higher (14% 
vs. 3%) probability in all students than in South Asian students. South Asian students also spent 
more time viewing forum listing (state 2) and that matches with what the informants said about 
their use of forums for not posting but only finding answers to questions and reading what others 
posted. Figure 4.3 focused on wiki viewing state (State 0) for South Asian learners in the 
Introduction to Sustainability course. 67% of them came to view wiki after viewing lecture 
video. In general, the South Asian learners transitioned between quizzes, forums, lecture viewing 
while spending their time in exploring the Wiki materials. This connects to what the interviewees 
said about finding the reading resources to be very useful and the most accessed and downloaded 
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information on the MOOCs platform. Also the lack of activity in posting to forums is also found 
in the clickstream data where much of the action on the forums is inactive participation in the 
form of forum thread viewing. 
 
Figure 4.3: Wiki viewing and transitions for South Asian learners  
 
 
When comparing this with the wiki viewing clickstream data for Creative, Serious and 









Figure 4.4: Wiki viewing and transitions for South Asian learners in Android course 
  
For South Asian learners, a significant number of the students submitted quizzes while reviewing 
wiki resources. This indicates a possibility that the students preferred submitting quizzes while 
reading wiki and viewing lectures. This is different from Sustainable development course 
clickstream data where the transition to quizzes is not as significant. Since there is a high 
probability of transitioning from quiz submit to wiki (47%) and quiz start state to wiki (27%), 
quiz must be an integral part of the Android course. Performing well on quizzes is a sign of 
mastery and that could be a necessity to advance to the next step in the Android course. 
However, if sustainability course did not have a rigid quiz performance requirement to advance 
in course, it may be the reason for the difference in emphasis on the quiz submit page in the two 
courses. So depending on what the requirements are, activities on the course platform changes 
and that has been visible in the clickstream data findings.  
4.8 Chapter Summary 
This chapter presented the results from researcher’s online participant observations, 
survey data, online interviews and clickstream data. Survey data were accessed to understand the 
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demographics of the MOOC user population from South Asia. Along with that, survey data 
provided an understanding of the expectation held from MOOCs and the experience of using 
different components in an online course. The results suggested that South Asian user 
demographics are very similar irrespective of gender but overall female enrollment ratio is much 
lower than men in all UIUC MOOCs. Along with that, even statistical findings on expectations 
and experiences in courses show similarities in answers for men and women. Online interviews 
provided a deep and intense look at the experiences of the female learners on the platform and 
how the knowledge from MOOCs was utilized in their professional career, personal life and 
future education. This section of the chapter not only included direct quotes from the 
interviewees but also brought together their answers on the basis of themes, perceptions and 
concepts. The field notes and observation were referred to in identifying the themes and to add 
more support to the findings. This chapter ended with a short description and interpretation of 
clickstream data for a UIUC MOOC. This was done for only one course and added as an 
example to show that keystroke data also represent what has been verbalized in the interviews 
about the MOOCs experience. The findings for clickstream data was course specific as 
requirements are different between courses. The model was run to compare between all users and 
those only from South Asia to see if and what differences exist in the patterns of MOOC 
platform use.  
Chapter 5 will discuss the findings in this chapter in light of the research questions and 
analyze the impact of MOOCs on the lives of interviewed South Asian women. The chapter will 
also highlight limitations of the study and suggest possible future research possibilities. 
Conclusions are drawn not only with reference to the findings from the interviews but also from 
my own experiences as a MOOC user and opinions that are influenced by my roots growing up 
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in South Asia and my belief in the role of women empowerment for bettering lives and bring 





CHAPTER 5: THE FINALE: ANALYSIS AND FUTURE POSSIBILITIES 
 
5.1 Summary of the Research Project 
In the last few years there has been an increase in the number of universities engaging in 
new ways of online teaching and learning. MOOCs have been at the forefront of this movement 
by offering high quality, free education to anyone in the world. MOOCs created a significant stir 
in the media and the education sector since its inception in 2012. This stir was so impactful that 
2012-2013 was known as “The Year of the MOOC”. Thousands of learners from across the 
globe have enrolled in hundreds of courses on platforms like Coursera, EdX, FutureLearn etc. 
Free access to high-quality courses taught by professors recognized in their respective fields 
drew the attention of learners from both developed and developing countries. MOOC developers 
highlighted their goal of providing access to quality education to those who would not have it by 
other means (Selingo, 2014). However, research on MOOCs since its inception in 2012 show 
that that demographic was not really who the main learners were. Most of the learners on this 
platform already had access to higher education and some even completed graduate studies and 
doctorate degrees (Ho et al.,2014; Nesterko et al., 2014a; Nesterko et al., 2014b). However, the 
data also showed that there was significantly high enrollment from developing countries. India 
for example has the second highest enrollment after the United States in UIUC MOOCs. The 
goal of this research was to explore the influence of MOOCs on the lives of female learners from 
developing countries. More precisely, the study focused on the female learners from four South 
Asian countries and analyzed their expectations of MOOC platforms, the experiences they had, 
and how that has impacted their lives both personally and professionally. Qualitative Internet-
based research method was the core of this study but quantitative analysis of survey data was 
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also incorporated for a better understanding of the South Asian online learner demographic. 
Along with that, clickstream data provided data on the South Asian learner’s time on each 
component and transitions between components on the platform. This helped to visualize the 
patterns of activities on the course platform and identify the most accessed and utilized 
knowledge resources in a MOOC. For qualitative data, I interviewed 7 women from Bangladesh, 
India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka who took different MOOCs and represented diversity in age, 
profession, and educational background. The survey data was accessed from pre-and post-
surveys completed by MOOCs learners on Coursera who had enrolled in at least one UIUC 
MOOC. The clickstream data informants were also enrolled in a UIUC MOOC and participated 
in the surveys. The overarching research questions that guided this study were:   
• RQ1: What is the demographic composition and academic background of South 
Asian learners in UIUC Coursera courses?  
• RQ2: Why did the South Asian female users enroll into UIUC Coursera courses and 
how do they expect to benefit from the enrollment and/or completion of the 
respective course? 
• RQ3: How do the South Asian female users interpret their experience of navigating a 
MOOC platform (Coursera) and completing the course requirements? 
• RQ4: What is the perception of the South Asian women enrolled in MOOCs about the 
difference in access to and experience in MOOCs for men and women in their 
society? 
While this research cannot be generalized for all MOOC learners, it does provide a 
detailed and exploratory understanding of the female users from South Asia. Although it cannot 
be a study that establishes a general meaning to any of the learning components and experiences 
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of learners, it can offer a better understanding of social learning methods and help educators and 
instructional designers better design, organize, implement and teach their courses to include 
users in similar demographics. Along with that it provides an explanation of how people with 
access to higher education and advanced degrees can have limitations in accessing quality 
information. MOOCs platforms have built a bridge to connect the female learners from South 
Asia with basic higher education to a repertoire of knowledge and information resources that 
enriches them and enhances opportunities for excelling in their future career, professional and/or 
academic pathways.  
This study resulted in a quantitative analysis of survey data, co-constructed quotes of 
female learner experiences, and broad themes from interviews, observations, and my (researcher) 
reflexive journaling. Along with that, analysis of clickstream data explained the learners’ 
behavior in a specific course and identified patterns and similarities in South Asian users and the 
worldwide users. In this chapter, I discuss the commonalities and differences observed across 
MOOCs learner experiences, their interpretation of the benefits of learning online and their 
position on the issue of gender as a factor in causing learner differences in an online 
environment. Through this discussion I present a conceptual framework that can be broadly 
termed as ‘Female learners’ perception of gendered online learning experience’ and it 
encompasses leaners’ personal experiences, expectations, interpretations and observations about 
online learning that are reflective of their experiences in their respective society. Along with 
discussions, limitations, and future research possibilities, the conclusions drawn from this study 
are also incorporated at the end of this chapter. 
5.2 Discussion of the Findings  
 MOOCs have evolved and expanded over the last decade but online and distance 
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education has been a mode for higher education for many decades now. MOOCs evolved from 
the OCW (Open Courseware) and OER (Open Educational Resources) movement. OER was 
built on sharing educational resources with other educators to improve the quality of education. 
This became more plausible as Internet access improved significantly across the world and 
connected more educators from across the globe to share, improve and spread knowledge and 
materials with little or no cost. OCW took this a step further by providing course materials from 
established colleges while MIT created waves by opening all their course syllabi with materials 
for anyone with Internet to access and use.  
This study was designed to focus on the experiences of the MOOC learners from 
developing countries and explore their understanding of the platform and the utilization of the 
information it provides access to. Along with that, this study aimed to investigate the impact of 
MOOCs experience on their lives irrespective of whether they finished a course or not. Since 
MOOCs are presumed to provide access to education to the less privileged, I focused on the 
female learners in South Asia, as they are likely to be some of the least privileged among the 
MOOC learners. Female learners from four South Asian countries (Bangladesh, India, Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka) were interviewed and they all self-assessed themselves as middle-class or upper 
middle-class and at a minimum had a Bachelors degree. Thus, theses users already had access to 
higher education and did not belong to low socio-economic status in their respective countries. 
However, results show that even though they already had access to higher education, MOOCs 
provided them with knowledge and resources that impacted their lives in ways that would not 
have been possible with the quality of education they received in their own country.  
The study was completed in three phases and it incorporated both primary and secondary 
data. Secondary data sources include survey data from pre and post surveys in UIUC Coursera 
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courses and clickstream data collected from MOOCs to understand patterns and learners’ 
activities on the platform. Primary data was collected from interviews with seven South Asian 
women. Since India in general and specifically for women had the highest active participants 
(1395), 3 women from different states of India were interviewed. Although significantly lower 
than India, out of 118 women users from Pakistan 2 were interviewed. Sri Lanka (31) and 
Bangladesh (29) had very low enrollment and hence 1 woman from each country was 
interviewed. The age of the women ranged from 25 to 43 and they all claimed to belong to the 
middle or upper-middle class in their societies. The respondents were from four different 
countries but there were many similarities in their demographics and perspectives. Although they 
were initially randomly selected, prior to final interviews, they were purposively identified to 
ensure maximum diversity in the interviewees. This diversity was based on country (different 
cities within a country), age, marital status, education, employment status, and course 
enrollment. The women all took different UIUC MOOCs and came from a wide range of 
professions that included teaching, research, professionals, game developers and a homemaker. 
Findings from the survey data showed there were similarities in the trend and pattern of answers 
between learners from different countries. Irrespective of country, MOOC learner’s opinions had 
significant resemblance or followed a common thread or perspective. The following sections 
discuss and analyze the findings from all the interviews and connects it to the survey data and 
clickstream data findings where relevant. The findings are discussed by the categories of 
demographics, expectation fulfillment, and MOOCs platform as a learning space. It also 
identified problems with MOOCs. After this, there is more discussion on equality in access, 
enrichment of lives, and the lack of advertisement of this online learning opportunity. Before the 




5.2.1 South Asian learner demographics. The survey data collected by Coursera and UIUC 
in MOOCs provides a large data set with very detailed and extensive demographic data on the 
users of UIUC MOOCs. Data analysis showed that almost 50% of survey respondents were from 
South Asia. However, since the survey was optional, many chose not to complete it or even 
mention their gender. Thus, total female survey data from Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri 
Lanka was 1,584 which is less than 10% of the South Asian survey respondents. Although it is a 
small percentage, their data highlights the demographic composition of this particular group of 
users.  
 Most of the UIUC MOOC users are millennial with 28% of users born before the 1980s. 
Only 2% of the population were born after 1995. With this age range in survey data, selected 
interviewees were all millennial except two who was born before 1980. The data shows that 
about 80% of the users have at least a bachelor’s degree and that more than half of the users are 
employed and come from developed countries (as per The Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) definition)38 (Zhenghao, Alcorn, Christensen, Eriksson, 
Koller & Emanuel, 2015). However, survey data shows that India has the second highest active 
number of learners after the United States in UIUC’s MOOCs. South Asian user population in 
general presents similarity to the wider user population with most having completed a minimum 
of a bachelor’s degree. Among women more than 80% completed 12 years of schooling and 65% 
completed a bachelor’s degree. Among the interviewees, all completed a bachelor’s degree and 4 
of them were enrolled in a PhD program. All 22 women who responded to the initial email 
                                                
38 According to OECD, Japan in Asia, Canada and the United States in northern America, 




correspondence to participate in this study completed at least a bachelor’s degree. So even 
though women are less privileged in the developing countries, female participants in MOOCs are 
likely to be part of the population who already has access to higher education.  
 Data on employment status for female learners show that more than 46% were already 
employed and a little less than 48% were either a student or in between jobs. Only 2% of the 
women were homemakers and the remaining 4% was a mix of retirees, disabled, or did not 
answer. Among the interviewees, 6 of them were employed at the time of interview and 1 was a 
homemaker. However, among the 6 employed, 1 was looking for a job at the time of enrolling 
into the UIUC MOOC. Among the employed, users were faculty members, entrepreneurs, social 
workers and researchers. Similar to the diversity in professions, their choice of courses in 
Coursera was also different from each other. This provided a look into the experiences of these 
women on the platform across courses and did not limit it to a specific academic field, profession 
or domain. 
The survey data provided the demographics and an idea about what the population 
consists of and how to go forward in selecting interviewees to make sure they represent the 
female learner population from South Asia accurately. Going forward with the analysis, I will 
continue to reflect on the survey data when relevant but deeper analysis will focus on the 
qualitative data interpretation.  
5.2.2 Reasons for MOOC enrollment. Reasons for enrollment vary widely among the 
MOOCs users (Breslow et al., 2013; Koller, Ng, Do, & Chen, 2013). Curiosity to explore 
MOOCs platform was a key reason to take a course for learners in the developed world but data 
on the women from South Asia identified knowing more about a subject matter as the primary 
reason. Developing skills, credentials, relevance to education, and enjoyment were also 
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identified as moderately significant in selecting courses and enrolling in a MOOC. The 7 
interviewed MOOC learners also provided very specific reasons for enrollment. Learning more 
about a topic and access to learning resources was the primary reason for enrolling in a MOOC. 
Along with that they identified their interest in a subject matter that is not relevant to their 
academic field or to know something new in a field of interest also motivated them to take a 
MOOC. The higher education system in most universities and colleges in South Asia are 
structured such that when you begin your Bachelor program, you are expected to choose your 
degree area and from the beginning and take courses within that department only. There is 
limited to no scope to explore other disciplines outside of your degree. In addition, social 
pressure to pursue degrees in specific fields that heightens the possibilities of high-paid jobs after 
graduation is also a common occurrence. Thus, for many there would be no scope to explore 
their own academic interests in university if it were not for MOOCs . MOOCs provide 
opportunities to explore areas that connect to their internal motivation to pursue further in that 
area of interest. For example, Anita utilized MOOCs to switch jobs and build a career in her 
preferred field. She wanted to make this change but would not possible with her existing 
Bachelor degree in Computer Science. MOOCs provided her with the scope to learn the gaming 
language and use that skill to apply for jobs that she was more passionate about. Her success was 
possible because she had internal motivation to switch to a different job and external motivation 
from the MOOC platform – a space that gave her the opportunity to learn the skill required to 
make that job switch a possibility.  
 5.2.3. Expectation fulfillment conundrum. The South Asian women expected 
professional and academic benefits from their MOOCs experience. Saya used the knowledge she 
gained from “Global Post-harvest Loss Prevention” course and developed a lecture that was 
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informative and included recent references and data. This not only improved her class lecture but 
also drew the attention of her department head. She was eventually selected to present at a 
conference using that lecture information and other research data. Ubiquitous learning is made 
possible through MOOCs and women who would not have the opportunity to learn about recent 
developments in their professional field from their available resources can access up-to-date 
information through this free online learning platform. MOOCs provide learners anywhere in the 
world opportunity to access and learn from the resources and materials. Academic benefits were 
also shared among in the interviewees where one informant from Pakistan went on to pursue her 
PhD from Australia stating she was able to identify her research interest and draft the first 
research proposal easily with knowledge acquired from a MOOC. All women identified MOOCs 
as a great resource for knowledge and information. They used this platform to access materials 
and information that they believe was not available to them through the resources available in 
their country. Not only Coursera as the largest online learning platform, but also the professors 
with their expertise and university affiliation validate the courses they took and endorses the 
information provided to be authentic and reliable. Although most recent research findings and 
many sources of information are available via the Internet, it is necessary to authenticate the 
validity of the resource prior to referencing it. This is not required when the information is 
coming from professors who are experts in the field. Through MOOCs, people with limited 
computer or Internet skills are not required to evaluate Internet resources to find the most reliable 
and updated information and research findings on the platform.  
When the women interpreted their expectation and looked back at how it has impacted 
their lives, some of them found personal gain with the knowledge acquired. Anita although found 
the Android application course helpful in maneuvering her professional track to her dream job, 
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she also found other MOOCs to have a significant impact on her life. From a MOOC on 
nutrition, she learned to cook different kinds of meals. Vani was a housewife who took multiple 
MOOCs and that knowledge helped her to better manage her household finances and also count 
calories and provide a better diet to her family members. Along with expectations also came 
assumptions of how the experience will be. Half of the women expected learning to be easy as 
there are no live sessions and lecture recordings are short. Quizzes are short answers which can 
be taken multiple times and that is considered more liberal and “easy” in comparison to remote 
learning based exams they have been a part of for many years in their own country’s education 
system. 
However, even with mentioned benefits, when asked if MOOCs fulfilled expectations, 
there was some hesitation in agreeing. Two women identified that the platform was at times 
difficult to navigate and that the lectures were too heavy with information. Another woman felt 
some MOOCs were too advanced for a person with no prior knowledge in that subject matter. 
This may happen when a learner enrolls in an advanced course as it builds on expected basic 
knowledge. Another common complaint about MOOCs was the lack of market value of 
completing a MOOC. All the women claimed to have watched all lecture videos and completed 
some or all of the course requirements. However, none of them paid for certification. Although 
they were provided a certification of completion at the end of courses, it had no market value on 
their resume or job applications. Much of their excitement about MOOCs declined as expectation 
of market value was not fulfilled. At the same time, they contradicted their thoughts by 
highlighting how MOOCs experience gave them ideas for pursuing higher degrees, appreciation 
from mentors and colleagues for the knowledge shared in informal discussions, knowledge to 
apply for a preferred job, and the ability to use the information in their future academic 
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advancements. Not only this, Vani’s husband also found a renewed appreciation for his 
homemaker wife after seeing a more informed role in household finances and diet. MOOCs 
create opportunity for knowledge receivers to become knowledge producers and knowledge 
distributors in their own home, community and workplace. So even with some hesitation and 
doubt, MOOCs provide a space that creates scope for ubiquitous learning that can fulfill a range 
of expectations the learners enroll with. It is a repertoire of knowledge and resources that are 
accessible to developing country learners who have very limited access to authentic and reliable 
current information otherwise.   
5.2.4. Coursera as a learning space. South Asian learners’ experience on Coursera were 
analyzed from the survey data and interviews. Survey data findings represent that most of the 
users were happy with the site, videos and lectures materials. There was some dissatisfaction 
about the forum and technical help support but the positives of the other sections of the platform 
outweighed this. In the interviews, all 7 women claimed that lecture videos and reading materials 
were the most effective aspects of MOOCs and that they were accessing these resources most. 
They also claimed that although they read what previous posts were in the forum, none of them 
personally posted anything. They went to forums to find answers to questions they had come 
across or to see if others in the past posted more links and resources relevant to the course. Anita 
highly appreciated the peer feedback aspect of a MOOC she took. She claimed to have enjoyed 
getting feedback on her writing from a specific person and that the comments motivated her to 
continue and try to do better. She along with Tinni went on to say that they prefer peer-review 
assignments to quizzes as it gives validation to the work they complete even if not from an 
expert. Tinni also highlighted a significant finding of how users create multiple accounts in 
Coursera and enroll in courses from a pseudo ID first and do the exams until they know the 
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answers. Then they log in from there own ID and pass the test in one try. This is not possible 
when the assessment is more conceptual rather than multiple choice or short answers. This brings 
in the importance of peer-reviews as it is impractical to expect an expert and his/her teaching 
assistant to review hundreds of work in a short span of time and provide constructive feedback. 
Peer reviewers can play that important role. However, there needs to be specific guidelines on 
what kind of review is helpful and constructive so that reviewers know what is expected and 
needs to be provided.  
The use of multimodal resources for knowledge creation and dissemination is clearly 
visible in MOOCs. Learners learn from lecture videos, linked resources and reading materials. 
Along with that, by retaking quizzes they achieve mastery learning (Bloom, 1971) on the most 
important matters identified by experts. Also active knowledge occurs in the forums where 
questions are asked by learners and also answered by their current or past peers often. Peers 
impact the learning process of MOOCs and it is more significant when there are peer-reviews 
and provides feedback. Although clickstream data and interview findings show that South Asian 
learners are not active users of forums, they do explore and rely on it when searching for answers 
and to learn more about a subject matter that may have been shared by a peer on the forum. 
Clickstream data findings showed that South Asian learners did access forum postings even if it 
was not to actively post something to the forum. One informant claimed that some of her gaps in 
understanding course materials were filled by reading discussions on the forum. So, the use of 
multiple types of resources for knowledge dissemination not only makes learning more 
interesting but also provides learners with a repertoire of skills that motivate them to identify 
resources outside of their preconceived and readily available limited resources in the academic 
and research institutions in their community or country.  
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5.2.5 Criticisms about MOOCs. MOOC experience was not without its share of 
criticisms. The learners gave critical feedback on experts and the lecture videos in MOOCs. The 
women in general held very high expectations from the course instructors and had expected the 
learning experience to be something completely life changing. As these women have enrolled in 
and explored multiple MOOCs, they had the opportunity to watch and compare instructors and 
their teaching techniques. Although the women unanimously agree that the instructors were 
experts in their fields and provided access to great reading resources, few also identified 
problems learners from South Asia may face in a MOOCs learning space. Tinni said that 
MOOCs courses are more learning and analytic thinking emphasized but an assessment in 
Bangladesh’s higher education systems are exams and remote learning focused. So those who are 
accustomed to that style of learning will have difficulty in following and practicing critical 
thinking. It is a technique that has to be practiced and can be mastered over a period but it 
requires a mindset that understands this form of assessment. For this, a pre-course training would 
benefit these developing country learners understanding of what is the expectation and how that 
can be practiced in the course activities they complete in the future. Saya spoke highly about the 
quality of the lecture videos and felt that although English is not her first language, she had no 
difficulty following and understanding the professors. Captioning lecture videos definitely 
helped and translations are a great way to improve knowledge dissemination. Coursera currently 
has translations into 65 languages which is a great resource that makes the platform more 
accessible to learners who may not have excellent English language skills but are able to 
internalize the information when provided in her/his first language. Here it is necessary to 
mention that the interviews were all in English and every one of the interviewees spoke very 
good English. However, some other prospective interview participants were reluctant to 
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participate in the interview because of their lack of confidence in their spoken English skill. 
Although for all informants English is their second language, they were able to follow and 
advance in the MOOCs with their existing English competency. However, Anita and Tinni did 
mention that someone who is not confident in English would have difficulty following the 
lecture videos and would have to watch multiple times to fully grasp the elements of each video. 
The difference in accent and language fluency affected the understanding capacity of the users 
from South Asia.  
Another major critique was the lack of market value of completing a MOOC. Saya and 
Anita completed some of the MOOCs they enrolled in but did not get a certificate as it is 
expensive and has no market value in their countries. Manu, Tinni and Huma accessed the 
reading materials and watched some of the videos but did not feel motivated to complete since it 
would not add any significant value to their CVs. Dil and Vani although wanted to finish the 
courses, they felt that other things got priority and didn’t feel the internal urge or motivational 
push to reach the end of a MOOC. Without an end value, these women feel they self-motivated 
themselves to enroll, explore and advance in the course but that motivation diminishes or gets 
distracted by other social and professional commitments. Since there is no financial investment 
and no universal value of completion, it fails to get priority. Few of the women claimed that they 
are willing to pay the certificate fee and even a bit higher price if it was guaranteed the 
certification would add value to their CV and directly lead to professional development or an 
academic pursuit.  
The South Asian women unanimously agreed that Coursera was a resourceful platform 
but at the same time found the discussion forum to be least useful and not well integrated into the 
course requirements for learners to actively participate on it. They hardly accessed the forum and 
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discussion space unless looking for an answer and hoping someone else already asked and 
received an answer to it in the forum. This is a pattern that is not only limited to these learners 
but also true for all MOOC users across the globe. Learner’s self-directed learning is prominent 
in the autonomous choice to take a MOOC in a subject of interest and competence in continuing 
in the course and learning through the process. However, relatedness is missing when students 
feel disconnected with the cohort or the course itself because there is minimal scope for any 
interaction or peer-activity. Clickstream data for UIUC MOOCs also showed little traffic in 
discussion forums. This is critical as one of the goals of having a forum space in MOOCs was for 
student interaction and community building and that has not happened very effectively so far. 
The use of this space on MOOCs has not achieved the desired goals although virtual community 
can provide relatedness irrespective of physical locality (Ainley & Armatas, 2006). More 
research exploring the factors and plausible changes and incorporations that would make the 
forum space more useful, relatable, and an active learning space for online learners is a necessary 
step at the current stage of MOOCs research and development.  
5.3 Right to Access at Par with Men  
The survey data set is extensive and very helpful in understanding the general 
characteristics of the MOOC learners. When interpreting the survey, a major drawback of this 
dataset was that not all respondents completed all sections of it. As a result a small population 
provided data for all questions. For this research, since the focus was on South Asian women, 
survey data was filtered on the criteria of gender and country. Although most did not answer this 
question in the survey, among those who did in South Asia, enrollment was 5 times more for 
men in India and Pakistan, 3 times more in Sri Lanka and almost 9 times more for Bangladesh. 
There is a massive difference in the male female ratio in enrollment but interestingly all 
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informants said that MOOCs are equally accessible to men and women in their country when 
asked directly about perceived gender difference in experience. They claimed that if a person in 
their country knows English, has completed at least university graduation, and has Internet 
access, then irrespective of gender, they are equally able to access and learn from the platform. 
None of them identified being a female in any way a negative or positive influence on the 
experience on the platform. However, when talking about other matters and everyday life, the 
issue of gender difference in access and opportunity did come up indirectly. Anita for example 
explained how women get a higher degree just to complete graduation and marry into a good 
family. For them learning is not important and that is why they would not access or use MOOCs. 
Huma although claimed that there was no difference in experience as a woman, she did mention 
that after marriage she had much less time and was not able to complete the sessions in the 
courses she enrolled in on the MOOCs platforms. Tinni also identifies distribution of workload 
as a factor that can affect the amount of time a man and woman can invest in MOOCs. Even 
though Coursera as a platform is equally accessible to all irrespective of gender, the limitations 
in access comes from the pre-existing conditions and social responsibilities. With equal access to 
the platform, women are able to use this resource to improve some aspects of their lives and that 
positively impacts not only their own lives but also those around them and within their networks. 
Along with that, choosing to motivate themselves, independently deciding to enroll in MOOCs 
and eventually using the learned information in professional, academic or personal life shows 
visible signs of decision making skills, informed choices and independence – all signs of 





5.4. Enriched Lives of Women 
 MOOCs experience brought both tangible and intangible benefits to South Asian 
women. When discussing benefits, they clearly explained how it benefitted them in taking the 
next step in their life whether that was academic advancement, professional development or 
enhancement of skills for a preferred job. Although it can be difficult to identify tangible 
benefits, interviewed South Asian women were able to make the connections very quickly 
because they were looking back at the last few years since all of them had enrolled in MOOCs 
between 2012 to 2016. They also shared intangible benefits that were gained from their MOOCs 
experience. This included better management of household finances, increase in self-confidence, 
maintaining a healthier diet and encouraging others to enroll and explore MOOCs platforms are 
some of the intangible benefits. They identified the changes that their online learning experiences 
brought in their lives and how it improved their work life, relationships and home environment. 
The benefits of MOOCs were visible in their confidence and clarity in connecting the knowledge 
from a specific MOOC to the impact it had. MOOCs increased women’s agencies and that 
brought benefit to not only herself but also those around her. Increased agencies can lead to 
positive social change (Sen, 1999) and MOOCs have the access and platform to bring 
information and resources to knowledge seekers and create possibilities for increasing agencies. 
With increased agencies, not only women, but men can also play a constructive role in creating 
social change. However, a question that all informants asked was why there was no 
advertisements about these online learning platforms in their countries. 
5.5 Advertisement and Awareness of MOOCs Platforms 
 A very interesting and important finding from the interviews was how they learned about 
MOOCs and the online learning platforms. Three of them heard about it from people who are 
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living in a developed country. Others randomly stumbled on it while searching for some 
information on Google or browsing websites and social networking sites. The informants were 
unanimously surprised that even in 2017 many have never heard about MOOCs in their social 
and professional networks. These women’s satisfaction with their experiences is visible in their 
independent choice to encourage others to take MOOCs. Huma asks her first year undergraduate 
students to take a MOOC to learn more about subjects they are interested in majoring in. Vani 
wanted her teenage son to try a MOOC during summer vacation since it is a great resource for 
information. Saya also encouraged her siblings and close friends to enroll in a MOOC and watch 
a few lecture videos in their relevant field of interest. Dil disbelievingly questioned why so few 
people in her country know about online resources like MOOCs platforms that are free and can 
be accessed by anyone with no pre-requisites. The South Asian women claimed they would 
unlikely have the opportunity to access similar quality information from their own country with 
the available resources and endorsed my assumption about the impact MOOCs can have on 
developing countries.  
The interviewees did not see any advertisement about any MOOCs platforms until the 
interviews took place although they started taking MOOCs a few years ago. This calls for more 
advertisement of the platform in developing countries so that more people who are self-
motivated and interested to learn from resources that are not available within their accessible 
resources can take MOOCs. It creates opportunities to know recent developments in different 
fields of specialization – and access that is not available to many in the developing world within 
their existing resources.  
Development work in developing countries focuses on providing access to basic rights 
and facilities like food, clothing, healthcare, education, and housing. This causes the focus to be 
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primarily on the poorest population in a country who live below or close to the poverty line. 
While MOOCs theoretically provide access to higher education to anyone, the population who 
tend to have access to this are likely to have completed 12 years of schooling or even a Bachelors 
degree. They do not live below the poverty line per se and do have access to basic survival tools. 
However, that does not mean that they have easy access to quality higher education or 
knowledge resources. They come from the largest and most efficient working population who 
plays the most prominent role in the economy and development of a nation. They belong to the 
broader middle class who have completed their higher education degrees in the country and with 
that degree get employed or try to get employed in a relevant or a different field. For many, 
going abroad for higher education is not an option for financial and social reasons but that does 
not mean they are not interested if that opportunity becomes available to them. They can be self-
motivated, have the desire to learn more, and explore new technologies and tools to know more. 
MOOC platforms need to invest in advertising the platform and the plethora of knowledge 
resources available to learners across the world for free. People in the developing world have the 
need for updated and valid information and MOOCs with its wide reach and basic model of 
openness and free access can gives access to knowledge seekers who can become knowledge 
providers by passing on the information to others in their community. When someone becomes a 
knowledge provider, social learning takes place and they become involved in the process. Not 
only this, through the process one can incorporate their indigenous knowledge, research and 
references to the acquired knowledge and become knowledge producers and create a learning 





5.6 The tough Question - Is it for People with Limited Access? 
One of the very attractive features of MOOCs is its ability to reach anyone and anywhere 
online. MOOCs also provide access to high quality resources and materials in a structured course 
format. This created the possibility for MOOCs to bring access to quality higher education to 
everyone anywhere with Internet. This was also one of their mission statements in the first few 
years. However, research shows that most MOOC users already have access to education with at 
least one higher degree completed before enrolling. When interpreting MOOCs data for UIUC 
South Asian users in general and women in particular, findings show that education level is high 
among most users. Also, when looking at their self-acclaimed ability of English skills, 
irrespective of gender most claimed to be fluent or as good as a native speaker. The pre-
interview correspondence and the interviews itself were fully in English for all the women and 
they spoke confidently and with ease. Sometimes they stumbled on some words but overall they 
were able to express their thoughts, ideas and perspectives in a second language.  
MOOCs are free and open to all for enrollment and access. As inclusive as that sounds, 
the caveat to this is that it also requires good Internet speed, a minimum level of English 
competency, computer access, and Internet skills. In developing countries, many people do not 
have access to 12 years of schooling let alone higher education. This population is not within the 
reach of MOOCs. From this vantage point it seems that MOOC is not meant for people with 
truly limited access. However, when we study the context in more detail, we see that MOOCs do 
bring information, knowledge, and resources to people who have no other means to acquire or 
access quality information at the higher education and advanced level. Although learners from 
developing countries who access MOOCs are already graduates in their own academic field, they 
come from an higher education system that is flawed in many ways and provide resources and 
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materials that are decades old. Even as university students, many do not have access to 
international journal articles and are limited to reading old research papers, articles and hand-
written class notes handed down from seniors. This limits their knowledge growth and thinking 
capacity. MOOCs can provide learners who desire that scope to explore, learn and seek new and 
updated information through a platform that brings it all in a structured format and without any 
confusion or doubts on the authenticity of the information provided. Financial and social factors 
create barriers that make it impossible for many to explore or take advantage of learning 
opportunities outside of their own country – in many cases even their own city. Compared to 
men, women are less likely to have access to financial resources that they can invest on 
themselves and more social pressure to fulfill social responsibilities over self-development. 
However, there are people in the developing world who want to learn more, explore how 
teaching occurs in the developed world, gain more expertise and credentials for academic and 
professional success, and to increase their knowledge breadth and depth in specific areas. This 
desire is present in the reasons respondents identified for taking MOOCs. These women 
specifically stated that without MOOCs it was unlikely they would have access to similar 
resources and information. In this way, although MOOCs are not accessible to all, it is accessible 
to a population that would not have access to such materials and resources otherwise. In this 
way, MOOCs do bring knowledge to the learners who have limited means to access quality 
information. Irrespective of gender, both male and female interested to pursue further education 
and build their knowledge repertoire can be greatly benefitted from free online learning 
platforms like Coursera, edX, FutureLearn and others. Moreover, even though MOOCs 
certificates have no market value, the developing country users on these platforms have found 
ways to make it marketable and add value to their academic, professional and personal lives. 
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Also, MOOC platforms have been moving on to certification and specialization based courses 
with hopes to add value to credentials and create more acceptance of the certificate. If this is 
achieved, MOOCs have a high potential to not only have high enrollment from learners who 
cannot afford to physically move to a different country for advanced degrees, but also to bring 
skill development opportunities and recent research findings and practices to the people in the 
developing world. They in turn can use this information to make more informed decisions in 
their professional lives and lead a more fulfilling personal life. So like the women in this 
research have portrayed, MOOCs have the scope to give thousands of others access to 
information and self- development opportunities. This will make them feel empowered and less 
trapped in the circumstances and bounded by the set roles of the society.  
5.7 Limitations and Future Research  
 This study is not without some limitations. The limitations occurred at different stages of 
the study and it could have affected the findings. Limitations of the study include incomplete 
surveys, small data sets to work with in comparison to the number of enrolled, selection process 
for interviewees, and a minimalistic analysis of clickstream data. Although the full survey data 
for session-based UIUC Coursera MOOCs was accessed for analysis, most of the data could not 
be used as many users did not complete the surveys or left many of the questions unanswered. 
Since this research focused on women, gender was an important variable but since many did not 
answer this question, they had to be filtered out for analysis. This drastically brought down the 
number of users analyzed in the survey data. Along with that, informants provided the responses 
so there is opportunity for false information since it is not possible to crosscheck that data. Also, 
in identifying interviewees, the initial step required users to volunteer to participate and this 
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could have influenced the findings, as more motivated learners may be more willing to 
participate in the study.  
 Another limitation in the study was the setting of the research and the target study 
population. As a researcher, I observed current self-paced MOOCs sessions but the interviews 
were of session-based users. The MOOC I took could have been substantially different from 
their experience as learners and my interview questions could be influenced by my observations 
and not be as relevant to their experiences. However, this I believe was overcome with asking 
multiple questions on a single area to ensure that data is coming from different angles and 
contexts. 
 Finally, another limitation is the minimalistic analysis of the clickstream data. Although 
the log data could have been studied further and analyzed in more details for more relevant and 
interesting correlations and findings, it was not possible with the time that was available for data 
collection, analysis and writing. However, this gives rise for future research possibilities to look 
more deeply into the clickstream data and analyze it from a multi-dimensional perspective and 
vantage point. It is also necessary to mention that as a researcher I included all possible 
techniques like member checking and triangulation of data in multiple phases of analysis to 
ensure validity and transferability of the study and to limit the scope for bias. However, my lived 
experiences, full-time parenting and student status, part-time professional to maintain a living 
and South Asian cultural influence could have caused some bias and assumptions to emerge at 
different points in the research.  
 The mentioned limitations do exist in this study but at the same time it provides findings 
that are interesting, thought provoking and broadens the scope for future research areas. This 
study focused specifically on South Asian data and found that a lack of awareness about MOOCs 
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platforms exists in the developing world. A future study focusing on multiple MOOCs platforms 
to identify what steps can further increase access to MOOCs and an exploration of the platforms 
would be useful to identify measures that will successfully increase the motivate learner 
populations. Along with that, a comparative study of developed and developing country users 
survey data can provide a deeper understanding of the MOOCs users’ expectations from MOOCs 
and irrespective of gender how they have utilized the knowledge and experience in their life. Not 
only this, a critical study of the different MOOC platforms exploring the learner experience and 
opinions would provide an understanding about what is useful and what can be adopted from 
other platforms to have a more impactful reach. The stakeholders in MOOCs platforms would 
benefit from this kind of study as it would not only help to identify the shortcomings in some 
platforms but at the same time identify what is beneficial to the learners and how to make 
information not only accessible but also useful to them.  
 A follow-up study that can take this current study further would identify how learners in 
the developing world have used the platforms and MOOCs for their professional benefits even 
without its market value in the job market. This would not only give us an understanding of the 
real-world impact of MOOCs but also inform the MOOCs research domain with findings on 
alternative uses of the learned knowledge and resources provided by MOOCs.  
5.8 Conclusion: Bringing it all together  
This study is a very promising and significant study for the learners in developing 
countries. It was started with my assumptions based on life experiences as a woman from 
Bangladesh; that since women have less access to most opportunities for life enhancement than 
men in South Asia, exploring their stories would bring out the nuances and inequality that exist 
on these massive learning platforms with extremely valuable resources to knowledge and 
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information. While MOOCs are free, online and open to anyone interested in learning, it turns 
out MOOCs tend to attract people who already have access to higher education (Ho et al., 2014) 
and the informants in this study were not any different. Ho et al. (2014) and other research 
findings show that there is very low completion rate and that is also similar when looking at 
South Asian data. However, compared to the overall data where completion rate is 3-5%, it goes 
up to 10%-20% when looking at data only on South Asian women. In addition, without market 
value of completing MOOCs, the informants claim to have been able to use the knowledge and 
resources to make advancements in their careers, professions and academic endeavors. Not only 
this, they went on to claim that other than MOOCs, there is no other options available to them in 
their country to self-develop and expand their knowledge. This study of South Asian women 
highlights that very few in their community know about MOOCs platforms and that more 
advertisement in the developing countries would increase the learner population greatly. The 
information MOOC learners gain will impact their roles in society and also create more 
knowledge providers who can then take the information and make further changes and 
modifications to it as they take it to the less privileged in the developing world with even more 
limited access to resources.  
This study was a 3-layer data collection model with researcher participant observation 
notes in the backdrop for an IBR. This multi-step qualitative method was implemented to start by 
giving a broader picture and identify users’ opinion about their experiences and expectations and 
then expanded on that with the interviews that present their stories of MOOCs’ impact. The third 
phase was a portrayal of the activities in a MOOC through clickstream data that is only available 
because MOOCs are an online learning platform. Each of these steps were included in this study 
as they each helped to better understand the online user population and incorporated different 
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analysis of South Asian MOOCs learners’ activities on the platform and beyond. As a woman 
growing up in South Asia, I know a very low percentage of the educated (with college-degree) 
population can speak English fluently. Even with completion of graduate degrees, many cannot 
carry on a conversation in English and I had approached this study with an expectation to find 
language as a barrier to completing and continuing on MOOCs. However, the informants spoke 
excellent English and survey respondents irrespective of gender claimed above average expertise 
in the language. This was an incredible finding that raises the question of who is actually 
enrolling in the mainstream MOOCs from the developing world? If learners are not confident 
with their English language skills, will that hamper their likelihood of taking a MOOC even if 
they are interested in the subject?   
MOOCs have been part of many discussions because of its potential and ability to 
provide access to information to the masses through its openness. The openness came from 
allowing anyone anywhere to enroll free of cost. Unfortunately, this aspect of MOOCs have been 
shifting to a more structured and strategic approach through the increase of degree programs, 
specialization based on completions of a set of courses and paid certifications. So now it is 
driven by identifying and incorporating ways to make profit and at the same time minimize the 
image it has created over the years of providing courses that users do not complete, get any 
benefit from or actually reach the less privileged class in society. However, this study shows that 
MOOCs did reach a less privileged class of users from developing countries who have access to 
higher education but not necessarily to the standards that is available in developed countries. 
Along with that the women in the study strongly stated the benefits of taking MOOCs. Although 
paid certification was not a goal for its lack of market value, it would be wrong to undermine the 
impact the experience and knowledge had in their lives afterwards. People from developing 
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countries more frequently reported educational and career benefits of taking MOOCs (Chen, 
Alcorn, Christensen, Eriksson, Koller, & Emanuel 2015). Women in this study felt an intrinsic 
motivation to enroll and advance in the course. Although they had other everyday involvements 
and there was no external motivation like financial investment or value of a degree, their own 
willpower and mental satisfaction was the primary driving forces in the knowledge gathering 
process. 
Dhawal Shah, the founder of Class Central said, “The range of features and experiences 
that were once free have dramatically shrunk over the last couple of years, raising the question of 
how ‘open’ MOOCs truly are. There’s been a decisive shift to focus on ‘professional’ learners 
who are taking these courses for career-related outcomes, over the dabblers and lifelong learners 
who take courses just for curiosity’s sake.”39 This is partially true for the women in this study 
where they identified specific reasons for taking MOOCs but that does not mean that they were 
all ‘professional’ learners. Some of them took courses to be a better homemaker, a better mother 
or even to learn about something they are passionate about but do not have the scope to explore it 
amid her everyday responsibilities and professional commitments. So lifelong learners or 
MOOCs learners are not enrolling into MOOCs just from curiosity but from a deeper need 
within their souls that drive them to invest time and energy into a course that does not promise 
any additional value to their CV or profession. However, they find ways to incorporate the 
learning into their lives and its impact is so genuine that they go on to motivate others to explore 
the platform.  
About 80% of those enrolled in MOOCs already had a higher education degree and that 
questions its (MOOC platforms) ability to reach the less educated population with limited or no 
                                                
39 Global MOOC enrollment jumped again last year (2017, January 16). Retrieved on August 12, 
2018 from http://monitor.icef.com/2017/01/global-mooc-enrolment-jumped-last-year/  
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access to the Internet (Perna et al., 2013). This research shows that although MOOCs have not 
reached the less educated, it has given access to those with limited access to quality resources. 
Although MOOCs have gone through much modifications and changes in trajectories, it is a 
knowledge platform that has been significant in opening doors of possibilities and of bringing 
access to quality information to the learners who do not have access otherwise. It has yet to reach 
the people who have truly limited access to education but it has surely reached a small sample of 
the self-motivated, future focused, above average English skill and computer literate learners in 
South Asia. With more advertisement, awareness and openness, MOOCs platforms can bring 
knowledge to the learners who are educated and can use this resource to enhance their own 
skills, better serve in their jobs, become knowledge producers, and play a significant and 
defining role in the development of their own country. I was one of those middle-class learners 
living in Bangladesh and always seeking new information through online means to learn from 
and modify and enhance with my local information prior to sharing with the younger generation 
who were students in universities. This middle class population are often considered privileged 
but in reality they are also victims because although they have the desire, motivation and 
willingness to achieve more, social barriers often hinder their opportunities. MOOCs platforms 
can bring knowledge, information and resources to this population that they can utilize to not 
only improve their own lives but also the lives of the less privileged by sharing the acquired 
knowledge. A knowledge producer is more efficient and as an effective citizen, can play a more 
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APPENDIX B: SURVEY QUESTIONS EXTRACTED 
1.   Country 
2.   Gender 
3.   Age 
4.   Last degree completed 
5.   English language skills: 
6.   Employment status: 
7.   Which UIUC course and what year? 
8.   What was the reason to enroll in this course? 
9.   How satisfied were you with each of the following? 
  a.   Ability to get technical help 
  b.   Ease of accessing the videos 
  c.   Ease of participation in forums 
  d.   Quality of the videos 
  e.   Ease of navigating the course website 
10.   Please rate your English language ability in each of the following areas: 
  a.   Reading English 
  b.   Writing English 
  c.   Understanding Spoken English 
  d.   Speaking English 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
Date:   Time:   Online app used: Skype/Viber/Google Hangout/other 
       
         With Video / only audio 
 
 
1. Name:   Age:   Marital status:  If married, since when? 
If divorced/separated when? Single mom?  
2. Children: (Age, sex, education)   
3. How many people in the household:  
3.1. Who are they? Extended family members?  
4. According to you which class do you belong to in your society: 
4.1. Social class:   Economic class: 
5. Last education degree completed:    year of completion:  
6. Currently pursuing degree:    
6.1. Name of Institute:      Expected completion date:  
7. Are you employed? 
7.1. If yes, since when? 
7.2. What position you currently hold? 
8. What kind of Internet Connection you use?  
Broadband   Wifi  mobile phone   Other:  
9. Do you use desktop/laptop/tablet/phone?  
9.1. Is it shared or your own? If shared, who else use it? 
9.2. How many hours/minutes do you think you spend on the computer per day/week? 
10. First time enrolled in a MOOC course: 
11. Which UIUC MOOC you are enrolled in: 
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12. When were you enrolled:  
13. Did you complete?  
13.1. If yes, when did you complete: 
13.2. If no, why did you not complete:  
14. Do you plan to take any more MOOCs? 
14.1. If yes, which ones and why? 
14.2. If no, why not? 
15. Please share how the coursework fit into your daily schedule: 
Prompts: 
15.1. When did you do the coursework? 
15.2. When did you watch the videos? 
15.3. How much time did you have to spend daily/weekly in understanding the materials, 
working on tasks and other course related activities? 
15.4. Did you watch any lecture video/s repetitively? Was that helpful or not? Please explain 
in more details.  
15.5. Did you feel like it required more, less or equal effort as your in-class courses in 
higher education? 
16. Why did you take this UIUC MOOC? 
17. What was your expectation when you enrolled into the MOOC? 
18. How far has your expectation been fulfilled? 
18.1. Why has it been fulfilled? 




19. What was your experience of taking the MOOC? 
20. Please share your experience of the discussions on the course site. 
21. Please share your experience of completing the assignments for the MOOC. 
22. Please share your views about the instructor of the course. 
Prompts 
22.1. Was the instructor easy to understand? Was the instructor able to make concepts 
understandable?  
22.2. Did he/she have the depth you expected? 
22.3. Do you think your past professors/teachers from school/university would have 
made videos of similar standard?  
22.4. If you took multiple MOOCs what was the similarity or differences in the 
instructors? 
23. Do you think the course experience has given you anything that you can use in your 
academic, professional or personal life? 
23.1. If yes, what? 
23.2. If no, why not? 
24. What would you say is the best thing about a MOOC course/s? 
25. What would you say is the most disliked aspect of MOOC course/s? 
26. What would you say is the most useful aspect of MOOC course/s? 
27. What would you say is the least useful aspect of MOOC course/s? 
28. What would have made the MOOC experience more fulfilling? 
29. How did you find out about MOOC? 
30. What inspired you to enroll in a MOOC? 
220 
 
31. Do you think MOOC was worth the time you spent? 
32. One of the goals of MOOCs platforms is to provide quality education to anyone with access 
to Internet across the globe. Do you think they are fulfilling this goal? 
32.1. If yes, how?  
32.2. If no, what do you think would be more beneficial to the female learners from 
developing country?  
33. Do you know anyone else who has taken a MOOC course? 
33.1. If yes, which course and how do you know that person? 
33.2. Have you ever discussed/shared your experiences on MOOC? Would you be interested 
to share something from that conversation? 
34. Did you share your experience of taking a MOOC with anyone?  
34.1. If yes, were they male or female? What did you say about this experience? 
34.1.1. Do you think you inspired anyone to take a MOOC? 
34.2. If no, why not? Was it an insignificant experience? It  
35. Do you think your expectation and experience would be different if you were not a female? 
35.1. If yes, how do you think it would be different? 
36. As a past/current user of MOOC, what do you think would make this platform and the 
courses that are offered more accessible to the female users from 
Bangladesh/India/Pakistan/Sri Lanka?  
37. Is there anything else you would like to share about your MOOCs experience, wishes, hopes 
and expectation?  
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38. Thank you so much for your time. This conversation was very helpful. If any further 
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